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Digital Arabic Literature 

Reality, Challenges and Aspirations 

 

Reality and Challenges 

A quick look at the reality of the digital Arabic literature in the Arab world can reveal the 

extent of its lagging behind its counterpart in the Western world in quantity and quality on the 

one hand, and the shortage of studies and researches on the other. If we compare the list of 

names of the Arab writers and researchers who are specialized in digital writing with the list 

of writers and researchers who appeared in the West, we can be shocked by the great digital 

gap between the two groups.  

Thus, digital literature is a literary fact that characterizes the technological age in the western 

world. However, in the Arab world, it is still moving slowly and with a lot of reluctance. This 

is connected to the extent of our involvement in the general state of development, and the 

availability of a climate that allows us to express such creativity. This issue is related to the 

Arab mentality and the extent of its openness and acceptance of such developments. It is also 

related to the position of literary criticism and it ability to follow the developments of the 

literary text internationally. This leads us directly to deal with the challenges and obstacles, as 

well as the causes that hinder the appearance of digital text, its spread and its theorization in 

our Arab world. We can summarize these hindering factors in the following way: 

The evolution of digital literature is relatively new as it appeared about four decades ago. 

Therefore, a lot of Arab writers have not been exposed to this new literary phenomenon in a 

sufficient way. Some of them have not had the opportunity to read digital texts yet, whether 

in Arabic or in a foreign language. Besides, the theoretical Arabic studies in this field are still 

very few as mentioned above, let alone teaching them at Arab colleges and universities, 

except at the University of the Emirates, in contrary to what is happening at departments of 

literature at foreign universities and colleges such as the United States, Italy, Spain, and 

France, who started introducing digital literature in their programs as a major subject. 

 In addition to that, a lot of concepts and terms that are related to digital literature are still 

obscure, not only in the Arab experience but the Western experience as well.  That is due to 

the fact that digital literature is new and requires deliberate critical contemplation that 

crystallizes the foundations of this type of literature depending on the innovations of texts 

that have been produced digitally. This condition requires a lot of time, especially in Arabic 

literature, which is suffering from accumulation of quantities at the expense of quality.  

Among the prominent challenges that face the Arab writers in this field is their inability to 

keep abreast with the technological developments, and consequently, their suffering from 

what is known by Computer Illiteracy.  Some writers do not know how to use the required 

technology neither do they know how to deal with the computer and its different programs. 

Therefore, there is an urgent need to create awareness of Computer Literacy., i.e. "knowledge 

of how to use the computer in solving problems and developing awareness of the functions of 
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the programs and their components, and understanding the social modulations of the 

computer." 

I believe that the responsibility of promoting Computer literacy lies on the shoulders of the 

State, the higher education institutes, the Ministry of Education and the teaching curricula. It 

is time for all these institutions to take the issue seriously and enhance people to join the 

processions of developed cultures and help in narrowing the depth of the digital gap between 

the Arab world and the developing countries.        

Fear of this newcomer prevents writers and critics from dealing with the genre of digital 

literature. Any innovation in literature is generally faced with reservations by both writers 

and critics until it settles and establishes itself in the literary scene. If we review the 

innovation movements that occurred to literature in general, we find that those movements 

were faced by refusal and confrontation in their first steps. Such attitudes were faced by the 

pioneers of modern Arabic poetry in the middle of the 20th century.  

It is no wonder that digital literature in its beginnings faced the same attack, the same 

confrontation and the same refusal. As a result, certain fanatics launched a severe attack on 

digital literature claiming that the "word" is the spine of the literary text, and argued that 

multimedia devaluate the artistic value of the text,  deprive it from a lot of its enticement, and 

robs it of one of its main pillars - the element of imagination and visualization.  

Frustration of the Arab innovators, their engagement in digital literature and their reluctance 

to deal with it lie also, among other causes, in their concept of the process of innovation, in 

which they see there is a sort of threat to the traditions they inherited from their fathers and 

grandfather. Acceptation of digital literature entails a change in a lot of concepts that are 

related to the creative process. This is not a simple change, as it requires them to give up lots 

of thoughts that have settled in them and their society a long time ago. The most important of 

those causes of reluctance are:   

The traditional view is that the text is exclusively connected to its producer. In digital 

literature, the writer is not the only owner of the text; a number of programmers, experts and 

artists share him in creating the work. Besides, digital literature requires that the writer should 

give up his feeling of pride in his heritage and its yellow leaves, and the connection of talent 

to a printed word in the form of a poetry-collection, or a novel. In addition to these things, 

digital literature implies acceptance of the idea that the reader can share the writer in 

producing the text and interacts with it in different ways such as: adding to it or changing 

something in it. In view of this, breaking up the constantly established fixed value is 

considered a deviation from or denial of the ancestor's heritage and this requires a revolution 

or a rebellion that many creators lack, due to the unpreparedness of their Arab mentality for 

such drastic change yet.  Consequently, it is no wonder that this genre of literature might be 

faced by reservation that is likely to reach the point of rejection by our writers and thinkers, 

who have no mental readiness to think of other ways or methods that are open to pluralism, 

participation and openness.  
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 Aspirations and recommendations 

 

Most studies and researches point out that we, as Arab societies, suffer from the existence of 

a vast digital gap that separates us from the developed countries of the world, and hinders us 

from keeping abreast of the developments that the world witnesses in both, the cultural and 

the creative fields, qualitatively and quantitatively.  

This gap can be attributed to the fact that the concept of digitization in the West differs from 

that concept in the Arab East. Digitization in the Western World is a logical result of an 

objective development of a society in its various materialistic and symbolical fields, and is an 

outcome of search for more creativity, development, beauty, freedom and pleasure. However, 

in our Arab world, digitization is application of the principles of imitation, subordination and 

dependence upon which we have grown.    

Unfortunately, we are still living in the stage of consumption rather than production, and we 

still have a long way to go in order to be able to reach the level of competition with the 

Western digital literature. However, we cannot deny the risk that lies in the situation due to 

the dimensions that are likely to affect the future of the Arab culture and the future of the 

individual in a constantly changing world. In fact, we daily hear new terms that the 

intellectuals use to mark this era and its human beings, and the great changes that societies in 

all parts of the world are undergoing. Samples of these terms are: "the era of post-

humanism,"  "the era of digital revolution,"  "the age of information society," "the digital 

man," "post-man era," " the Cyborg Men," "Knowledge society," "media society," let alone 

terms that foretell the end of certain forms and patterns of the previous culture, such as: "the 

end of paper age," "the end of the paper book," "the end of the intellectual,"  and other 

numerous terms. In the midst of this rolling sea of terms, and in the light of these 

transformations, we have no choice but to think fully about the future of the Arab society, the 

future of the Arab individual, and the possibility of adaptation to all these changes in a 

natural accumulative way, and acceptance of qualitative transformations. This issue requires 

in-depth studies and researches that include all these fields, but I will focus here on the fields 

of culture and literature so that I will not deviate from the main subject of research.  

As said before, digital literature is a developmental condition of the track of literature in all 

its developments and transformations. Therefore, we should establish a theory about digital 

literature that stems from previous theories that are connected to our Arab heritage, and join 

the later with the former, the subsequent with the previous. In that case, the process of change 

will be gradual, healthy, natural and not confusing at the same time. This proposal requires 

that we work at several levels:  

- The necessity to teach this kind of literature and the way it is produced and received at 

colleges and universities, because scientific research guarantees immunization of this 

literature as a modern and modernist phenomenon from slipping away, and grants it 

the legitimacy of acceptation and currency, and protects it from the fanatic people 

who are antagonistic to it with no scientific reasons. 
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- The necessity to start holding real and virtual academic and non-academic workshops 

that focus on teaching and learning digital writing in the same way as it is done in 

some European countries.  

 

- The necessity to allocate websites and scientific academic magazines to publishing 

researches, articles, and creative contributions in the field of digital literature and raise 

awareness of its significance. 

 

In view of the above proposals, it is possible to argue that we have to go after technology, 

whether we wanted it or not, and that will be easier and acceptable to the coming 

generations than the present ones, as the new generations will have grown up with 

technology, and technology will have become a part of their daily lifestyle.  The social 

websites confirm that the individual has become more connected to the virtual individual 

in his pursuit to get more information or exchange it, and more interested in establishing 

virtual friendships. We are requested now to write with the tools of the era, to express the 

inner world of the human being of this generation in his technological entity and virtual 

world, and to deal with the subject of digital literature through analysis, investigation and 

criticism.  

 

 

 


