THE MEANING OF istiz)
IN CONTEMPORARY ARABIC*

A. L. TIBAWI

HE term ‘thaqafa’, like the concept ‘culture’, which it is supposed
to express, seems now to be more generally accepted and used than
understood and appreciated; it is in fact one of the most over-
worked terms in contemporary Arabic, and some abuse of it and of its
derivations is perhaps inevitable. The purpose of this paper is to examine
some of the various contemporary uses and abuses of the term, to explain
their very recent history, and to offer in conclusion a simple suggestion.
It is acknowledged that the use of ‘thaqifa’ as the equivalent of ‘cul-
ture’ is a recent practice, but it is a practice which is no doubt in keeping
with the adaptability of the Arabic language. In the absence of a com-
prehensive modern dictionary to give us the recent history of the word it
' may be assumed that its use in the sense of ‘culture’ is one of the results
of contact with and translations from European languages which began
during the last century.?2
But the classical uses of the term are our firm starting-point. According

to Lisanu ’l—‘Amb3 for example 3G i means ‘he became skilful and
light’, and ; ;;J[ ‘he learnt the thing quickly’. Another shade of
meaning is denved from [ LM,d i which originally meant the straightening .

of spears, but also acqu1red the meaning of moral or mental dlsc1p11n1ng,
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as in *A’isha’s description of her father in these terms: ( Pn; 3 _9| sic) o33l rlgl B
4l which is explained as ‘he straightened the crookedness of the

- e

Muslims’,# and as in Ikbhwan as-Safd’s® ‘setting the mind aright and
104 I -

directing it towards the truth’: gfid| At g geA] ..\,,.\,w_, Finally this
very short glance at the evolution of the class1ca1 meaning of the term

! Thisis the text of a paper read at the zgrd Inter-  sense of ‘Kultur’ was introduced only ‘some twenty
national Congress of Orientalists, Cambridge, Eng-  years ago’. See the Cairo monthly al-Ma'rifa, i
land, on Friday, 27 August 1954, revised in the light - (June 1931}, pp. 144-5.
of remarks made by Sir Hamilton Gibb whose knd- 3 Volume x (Bulaq, a.H. 1301), p. g62.
ness I acknowledge with gratitude. The length of + Ibid., p. 363. Cf. Lane’s Arabic-English Lexicon
the paper, however, is determined by the time limit  (London, 1863), i, pp. 342-3.
imposed by the Committee of the Congress. 5 Rasa’il (Cairo, 1928), i, p. 4; ar-Risaleh .al-

? Writing in 1931, Dr. Mangiir Fahrui states that  Fami' (Damascus, 1948), i, p. 263, o
through Western influence the term ‘thaqifa’ in the
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may take into account two more meanings. The one occurs in the
Mugqaddima of Ibn Khaldiin and appears to refer to sportsmanship when

9

speaking of I the other is quoted by Dozy from Ibnu
Khatib’s al-Thata and rcfers to pubhc: securlty and defence in these

terms:? a1y uM.-.Jb Tagrs G Wl Ui 5

Taken as a whole, and together with further evidence preserved in the
well-known Arabic lexica and other sources, these examples tend to show
that various derivations from 3 ¢ mean: intelligence, prudence,
sagacity, skill, exactitude, lightness, nimbleness, vigilance, encounter,?
acquisition of knowledge, straightening of the crooked, and overcoming
the enemy in combat. Thus the classical usage 1s very wide in range,
covering as it does the mental, moral, and physical aspects. But what
about current usage? ,

On the occasion of the first Arab Cultural Conference which met in
September 1947 in Lebanon, the present writer contributed an articlet
in which he called attention, among other things, to an increased tend-
ency in modern Arabic usage to confuse thaqgafa (culture) with ta‘lim
(education). A year later the poet, T. S. Eliot, published a book’ in
which he exposed what he considers a general abuse of the term ‘cul-
ture’ in current English usage, making incidentally the same point.
His book stimulated me to develop my original theme by trying to
discover more precisely the meaning of ‘thagifa’ in contemporary
Arabic.

Is there any modern guide to help us in this direction? Practically none.
Such dictionaries as were compiled during the modern Arabic renaissance
last century are too fettered by classical standards and rarely if ever
admit modern usage. An exception may be found in Butrus al-Bustani, but
he also does not really break new ground when he allows the metaphorical
use of u.&:i; in the sense of g,.gfti' and ‘_A—}@,; .8 He does, however, extend
the meaning when he concludes that we can say Al i in the sense of
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‘taught him, amended him, and refined him’: 4ikls ayday ils . The ad-

mission of i for r,l.c is only one step removed from the present use of

! Quoted and interpreted by Mustafa Jawad (the
Fournal of the Iragi Academy, iii, p. 97) and seen in

proof through the kindness of the author: ij‘uol-‘
O3 L}.A:-Li u_,f_j_g ‘5‘)“_9 o)l.w.” L3 u—vul ‘51.:-
ool 2SI G 3 o Osmpm SR
a5l e Ol

* Dozy, Supplément aux Dictionnaires Arabes (Leiden,

1881), i, p. 160,
* Koran, ii. 187; Ix. 2.

4 Al-Qafila, Jerusalem, 5 September r1gq7. Cf
his other article on the same subject in the Arabiz
Listener, vol. x, no. 3, p. 1.

5 Notes Towards the Definition of Culture (Lonclon,
1948).

5 Muhit al—MuI’Li‘f (186q), i, pp. 191~2; Quir al-
Mukit (1869}, 1, pp. 209-10. Cf. Anthony Salmoné,
Arabic-English Dictionary {(London, 18g0), i, p. 77
where ‘educated’ and ‘trained’ are admitted as new
meanings.
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& for [ﬁL:.'v", and the consequent confusion, vagueness, and looseness which
it engendered.

' Other nineteenth-century sources add very little to Bustani, so that the
student must depend almost entirely on his own knowledge of the language
and its literature. Not only is there no detailed modern dictionary similar
for example to the Oxford English Dictionary, but as it will presently be
explained, the three Arabic academies engaged in research in this field
seem to accept the present vague use of the term as inevitable.

As in English, the looseness in usage scems to spring from a confusion
of ‘education’ and ‘culture’ and sometimes even ‘civilization’. But in
Arabic the confusion is aggravated by the use of at least three terms for

education, namely a.é_,’l:e in reference to administration, and F.l: or 233_ ;
or ad=is 4,5 jointly, in reference to function.” Recently the word B
has become fashionable as a fourth, and has thus increased the confusion.
The first term (ma‘arif) is a legacy of Ottoman rule, and its restricted
use is hard to question. And the use of the dual term (tarbiya wa ta'lim)
‘upbringing and instruction’ is very apt and may. be preferred to (tar-
biya) or (ta‘lim) on its own. But the invasion of the territory by (thaqifa)
must be questioned. Here it is pertinent to say that the frontiers between
‘culture’ and ‘civilization’ in certain European languages are far from
defined, and this indefiniteness is transmitted by translation to the Arabic.

For the second term Arabic has 3La~ and n\-s_-(-a (O4e3% is now rather less
. Pag
used), and for the first $i; but we now often read 4, 931 i34l where it is

meant ,m;_;‘m 1321, much the same as we read in English ‘European civi-
lization’ for ‘Furopean culture’ and vice versa. The concept of neither
seems to be clear. , ) =
But is the concept ‘Arab culture’ clear to the educated Arab?s Is it
clear to all the Arabists among Orientalists? If the concept 18 clear,
language should not fail us. But to judge from evidence the confusion
of usage appears to be born of insufficient definition of ideas with regard
to ‘education’, ‘civilization’, and ‘culture’. Arab culture—indeed any

1 ;_,.g.)t_b', ‘correction’ and ;,.J.\.g_a ‘amending’
are also used, though not often. G, Muhit al- Mulit,
i, p. 191. . o

2 Louis Massignon, Recueil de textes inddits con-
cernant Uhistoire de la mystique en pays d"Islam (Paris,

. 1929), p. 129, says that this word makes its first

appearance in Ibn Sab'in {d. 669/1270): Ol Je
psis o 30 e (L ) 53 L g
dd oS s Adgeall rDU/_B by u-""‘.ﬁ."“

kil @omdly Odezll 213

3 Cf, H. A. R. Gibb: ‘I have not yet seen a single
book written by an Arab of any branch in any
Western language that has made it possible for the
Western student to understand the roots of Arab
culture. More than that, I have not seen any book
written in Arabic for Arabs themselves which has
clearly analyzed what Arabic culture means for
Arabs.’ See his paper “Social Change in the Near
East’ published in 1942 in the University of
Chicago’s series of papers on “The Near East—
Problems and Prospects.’ '
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culture—is a way of life. The Arab is so much part of it and takes it for
granted that he is at a loss to define it if called upon to do so. The Orien-
talist is generally outside it and can only capture it in glimpses or master it
piecemeal. It is given only to the very few, native or foreign, to catch its
total emotional undertones, to feel its whole sentiments and to appreciate
its comprehensive symbols, before they can safely proceed to study its
physical structure, past or present, in part or as a whole.

Hence our comparative poverty and madequacy, not only in expound—
ing the culture itself but in referring to it in definite, consistent, and
expressive language. We are coricerned here with the second deficiency.
The examples which will now be cited are simple explanation of existing
practice. It is by no means a rare occurrence in the history of languages
that erratic usage becomes rationalized and accepted as part of the
linguistic heritage. The same could happen in Arabic with regard to the
word ‘thaqafa’. : '

The first example is the use of the word U for 44,5 or r"l:": {or for
@by &y 3). Tt is perhaps futile to quote instances from the daily press or
even the periodicals, as then an objection may be advanced that most of
these are ephemeral and not authoritative, although of course they are
responsible, in no small measure, for the confusion which they propagate,
partly through translation but partly through actual lapses. Nevertheless,
let us confine ourselves to certain authoritative publications that have ap-

-peared during the last twenty years. Dr. Taha Husain’s Future of Culture in

Egypt! has, perhaps, a misleading title. While it argues in its introductory
part that Egypt’s cultural heritage is a Mediterranean one with a west-

" ward orientation and not an Oriental one with an eastward orientation,

it proceeds to criticize in detail the Egyptian educational system and to
make suggestions for its reform. Of its 536 pages only the first 70 can be
said to deal with culture as such, while the rest of the book is a parochial
educational report on primary, secondary, and higher education. Through-
out the book the word ‘culture’ is often used where the word ‘education’ is
clearly the right one. The following are among the glaring instances:

p. 118. The author recommends ‘easy evening instruction’ for puplls
who leave school prematurely so that, he says, ‘they can advance in

- culture slowly’. L}.g.a Je Ll 4 L5.2:.@11

p- 259. In connexion with the teaching of foreign languages, he says
that after the end of British control Arabic became the language of

culture. &l L by )l fag! Wl
p. 526. Speaklng of Egypt’s responsibility to spread education in the

P d a3l Lz o volumes (Cairo, 1938)..
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neighbouring Arab countries the author says that ‘some might object that
Egypt is too burdened to be able to undertake such extension of culture
outside its frontiers while it is in the greatest need to extend it within its

oo ot o

own frontiers’. 1ia ULM..' leJ ] b o L}.ml & el AJJ..\H .-.Lr.! (,J] dLu
Ll deld Jdald .\ut Lg L@sl o= e ij..\; @la. a3k ul;l 3 Cu_g.-”
J_g..\.—-j-} aa\h d.ab

The second example has deeper causes than mere reckless choice of
words or imperfect definition of terms. A well-known Arabic scholar put

[PE S PR I

the difference between the current expressions of wiits Jay and waie Jay
briefly thus: ‘Every cultured person. is educated, but not every educated

::n.‘ &

person is cultured.’ Lz, e ULT ‘_,‘.J 9 [,J.-w s d.r 'This is an apt ep1-

gram, but like most antithetical pronouncements it does not show us a clear
way out of the muddle, for we still do not know who can be considered

G;}

s and who r“L"”‘ Doubtless the master key is still nothing less than
clear definitions of the two terms ‘education’ and ‘culture’. The trouble is
that in our minds culture seems to be irretrievably confused with education.
If culture, as stated above, is a way of life, then it must include the social
system, beliefs, customs, arts, and the interaction of all these. Education is
an acknowledged instrument for preserving and transmitting parts, though
by no means all parts, of culture, through imparting knowledge and
training of the intellectual and moral faculties. If these are accepted as
working definitions, do we consider the unlettered badawi of pre-Islamic
and Islamic times a cultured or uncultured person, at least in the sense
culture is defined in the lexica?® Is the contemporary illiterate tribal chief
in, for example, Sa'adi Arabia and ‘Irdq devoid of culture in that sense?
Does Arab culture belong exclusively to the town-dweller (madani), or
does it also belong to the villager (qarawi) and the nomad (badawi)? Who
were and are the makers, preservers, and transmitters of Arab culture?
In short, is culture—any culture—a social or an individual possession?
Unless such questions are resolved conclusively and in detail we are not
likely to see the end of the present maltreatment of the term ‘thaqafa’.
Two or three illustrations of recent usage will suffice. First, the com-
mittee of literature and fine arts of the Fuad I Arabic Academy compiled
a list of technical terms which they published ‘for the cultured public and
students of Arabic’.? du,all dalil ppliciedly il jegean te. The expres-
sion ‘cultured public’, coming as it does from such an authoritative body,
* Dr. “Abdu r—Rahman Shabandar once wrote I owe this reference to Maitre Khalil Mardam Bey,

5laa Y L:o:; L ..\..:..\ B Y. See the Syrian gq"'” dapedt sl fofes doey for 1934,

Jjournal ‘ath-Thagafa’, Damascus, vol. i, no. 2, P 3. D 54.
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is too vague, and seems to mean in its context no more than ‘the well-
educated’ if taken in a general sense, or ‘the specialists’ if taken in. a
particular sense. Secondly, among books published in 1949 and listed by
the Department of Culture in the Egyptian Ministry of Education there
is one entitled!: del) Il Osx § dlass Lale dla-:: :-'_9»; Aol Wl It may
be strange to find ‘culture’ treated as a subdivision of ‘education’, and
not vice versa, but this is an administrative convenience which has to be
described by some sort of jargon, good or bad. However, the title of
the book in question, which would have been somewhat incongruous as
‘agricultural culture’ in English, betrays the same fascination with the
use 3f the ill-defined ‘thaqifa’. From the author’s sub-title the use of the
term seems to be too ambitious. The last two words of the sub-title
dsly 1 Qg3 or simply dely3) o would have been ample, and thagafa could
have been spared.

Thirdly, there is a well-written book entitled The Culture of the Literary
Critic which advances the thesis that ‘a sufficient measure of scientific .
culture’ (4oks $) is necessary for the Arabic literary critic whose present

£
‘purely literary culture’ (da> dyol &) is insufficient for him to dis-

charge his duties satisfactorily.? There is much to be said for the idea
as such, but what is meant by the word culture here? Not education in
general or as a whole, but obviously a branch of it or a branch of know-
ledge. '

All this tends to indicate that as with expounding the connotation of
the concept ‘thaqafa’ so with detecting the modern usage of the term, the
native scholar is so little conscious of it all, that sometimes he hardly
notices the change that is constantly taking place. And with only few
exceptions, the Western Arabist is perhaps so much engrossed in classical
usage that he may sometimes be insufficiently informed about contem-
porary developments, with the result that there are remarkably few..
studies of modern Arabic by Orientalists. Thus in English, for example,
one finds very little besides the early studies by Professor Gibb3 and the
more recent translations of modern verse by Professor Arberry.* And these
are strictly speaking literary, not linguistic studies.

But with regard to ‘thaqafa’ in particular, there has recently been an -
attempt on the part of an Arab scholar to secure common agreement on
its present usage. In 1950 Ahmad Hasan az-Zayyat read a paper to the
Fuad I Arabic Academy in which he claimed for the modern Arabs the

I &éli:t]‘l Ja=ad for 1949, p. 35. Literaturs (Bulletin of the School of Oriental Studies,
2 Y sl dskE by Dr. Muh ad Nuwaihi London, vol. v, pp. 745-60; vol. v, pp. 311-2%,
u‘ © 445-66; vol, vii, pp. 1—22). -
(Cairo, 1949). 4 A. J. Arberry, Modern Arabic Poetry: an antho-
3 H. A. R. Gibb, Studies in Contemporary Arabic  logy with English verse translations (London, 1950).
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- right ‘to innovate’ in language: ylﬂ C"J'” udJ):n.” u; I In 1951 he

- followed this up by submitting to the Academy some fifty words which
are now used in senses different from those assigned to them in the lexica.
The word ‘thaqafa’ was one of them. Its use was approved m the terms

_sub'r'nittcd' as follows:? lgighemtun (Ogduzalls -, La.\.b. JL;- ;_.a.ru)..\,,r.-._a - dslat 2

3L a.l.w_,.\j e Yol d.vhz]l Js3 4q9 . magdls r,.JxJI 09 i) Lo
C‘_,s‘.‘ﬂ Lo culture i R gae U.gs ‘Lw.u_,...f

It will be readily perceived that this decision is nothing more than an
authoritative sanction of present practice. It is by no means a rationalizing
and systematizing of an erratic and chaotic usage. In effect it seems to say
‘continue mixing up ta’lim, tahdhib, tarbiya, and thagafa, and the in-
numerable derivations of every one of these’. But why, we may ask, do we
need ‘thagifa’ if we have already more than one adequate word for
‘education’? What shall we use for the exact equivalent of culture as dis-
tinct from education? Why did the Academy bring in the term tahdhib
to mean both education and culture? Why did they ban, at least by
exclusion, the term tarbiyat which has hitherto been very widely used?

There appears to be only one answer to these questions. Let us be more
precise. No one wants a repetition of a well-known fault of dictionaries
and to be faced with a circular route when one tries to find the meaning of
one term only to discover that it is explained by the other, so-called

;é:d; Thus talim would mean thaqifa, thaqifa = tahdhib, tahdhib =
tarbiya, tarblya = ta‘lim, and so on.

Enough has been said to show the rambling evolution of the usage of
-the term ‘thaqafa’. It is not for an individual either to attempt a final
definition of it or to offer suggestions for its usage. The definition ventured
above is a tentative one necessitated by the argument, and the suggestions
made explicitly or implicitly in the foregoing pages are nothing more than
illustrations to prove that both the concept and the term ‘thaqafa’ call
for more study. The three academies in Damascus, Cairo, and Baghdad,
with their membership including eminent Orientalists, are the right
authorities for that. Is it too much to hope that through the combined
efforts of Arab scholars and Orientalists we shall soon witness a more

determined effort to rescue ‘thagafa’ from its present plight?
x Ar-Risdla, no. g3z, 14 May 1951, pp. 560-3. and Cultural Organization, a§ PRSI \f“ NI
2 Ihid., no. 933, 21 May 1951, p. 25. 3.5\3&:".5[3 r,bd[g aﬁgﬂ, the word tarbiya is restored
3 According to another version, it is ¢ .__:’S' Lt ;Smt;‘z’ ei?l;.vzl;:;t (on aicrc(i)l,xc?;i;;.’ ?;c:! exc!lraillrl CXIIZ;[:::CJ

4 In the received translation of Unesco’s full under the auspices of the Cultural Department of
" name, the United Nations Educational, Scientific  the Arab League.




