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Abstract:
This paper explores the way by which Arab-Islamic culture affects knowledge construction in

L1 academic research writing in Irag. In fulfilling this aim a semi-structured interview with ten
well-published Iraqi university researchers has been conducted. Salient issues regarding dispensary
knowledge construction are discussed, focusing on the controversial writing strategies of copying
and imitation. Following a recursive abstraction method, reoccurring themes in participants'
responses are identified. Findings reveal that the Arab-Islamic culture is to some extent responsible
for shaping the way Iragi academic researchers built knowledge in their disciplines. Responses also
show great consensus among participants regarding the way copying and imitation are utilized in
higher educational system. Finally an argent call for reconceptualizing these acts within the Iraqgi
educational system has been recommended.

Keywords: : Knowledge construction, cultural transfer, copying, imitation

| http://qu.edu.iq/journalart/index.php/QJHS



Al-Qadisiyah Journal For Humanities Sciences Vol.(27) No.(4) year (2024)

| http://qu.edu.iq/journalart/index.php/QJHS _



Yo¥e) Adadt (€) Qaad) (YV) Maadl  Asilad¥) agdadd dowald)) dlas
3 - ] e" - 3

UGS g gedl) gl (Bl ad) BALLY Cilalad) 1 ealadl Ciad) B A8 ) ol LSS ) glaia

a,'\udm\ daala

may.abdulameer@qu.edu.iq
\ERETARTAK :w‘?mﬂ\@‘)u

AERRTART AR SR VY TP

sadlall

il ALKl 8 Al ol e Al dp el SN g i A Al sl 1 CadSiy
Cpnala Oialy 5 pdic ae dalaic 403 ALlEe oy pal ccing) 1a Baaaily 3)all 8 oY) Al daalsY)
e S5 ae dlapall b A el el ddleiall 5Ll L)) Ad8lie s () sdite Gl e
Gle g sall paat o3 ¢ Sl 3y yail) 48 Hla e laly a5 Fwill Jasdl 5 ) AUSH Cla] i)
JSaE e e an ) A s padlY) A ) A8EN ()] i) CadSi € Hliall il 85 ) Sl
S e lan) Wil 253,50 el agibianadd (848 jaall () sl jad) () saaralSY) () sialll Ly (S S 48 yLal)
a5l el adedl) allail) 8 il g gl alasind Lo % A A8y Hhally laty Le S L) oy

8l alail) AUl Jals JuedY) 038 ) saci 32l Y dale 5 5oy g il

Jﬂsﬂ\ cé..u.'ﬂ\ 463\.9.13\ Jail) cg\ﬁ),.d\ ey :\_1;\_\3,“]\ G\PA(N]

| http://qu.edu.iq/journalart/index.php/QJHS _



Yo¥e) Adadt (€) Qaad) (YV) Maadl  Asilad¥) agdadd dowald)) dlas
3 - ] eas - 3

1. Introduction

This paper sheds light on a crucial issue related to first/second language
composition and which has been highly debated in the field of applied linguistics for
a while now, specifically what is called "cultural transfer" (Wendland, 2012).
Research in this area has tried to investigate how L2 students coming from different
cultures write in English academically and whether cultural differences could,
actually, shape their academic writing practices (Kubota, 1998; Stanley, 2002;
Sowden, 2005; Connor, 2004). Part of the research has mainly focused on the textual
practices of copying and imitation especially by Asian students who write in English
as a second/foreign language (see Bloch, 2001). Researchers have often justified this
inappropriate textual practice by what has been known as the cultural excuse
(Pennycook, 1996; Bloch, 2001; Pecorari, 2008), stating that most Asian societies
such as the Chinese society devalues individualism and put great emphasis on
imitation in the production of new texts (Bloch, 2008: 219). Such cultures are said to
promote collaborative knowledge building and to preserve, through imitation, the
highly sacred and traditional texts they value. As a consequence of such a view,
Asian writers have been put in the position of imitators and copiers rather than being

constructors of knowledge in their academic fields.

Putting this in mind, this study aims at gaining a better understanding on the way
Arab-Islamic culture could actually shape the way Iragi academic discourse
community members construct and transmit knowledge when writing academically in
their first language. Although, much research has been conducted on the writing
difficulties most Arab academic writers face in L1 and L2 academic contexts (see
Yusuf, 2010; Anwar & Ahmed, 2016; Dhanapal & Agab, 2023), the cultural issue
has been in some way overlooked, especially when related to the area of L1 academic
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research. Thus, the purpose of this study is to fulfill this gap and to supply the body
of literature with some explanations concerning the impact of the Arab-Islamic

culture on the way knowledge is built in L1 academic research writing in Iraq.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Education in the Arab World: A Historical Overview

Going through literature on the history of education in pre-Islamic Arabia shows
that knowledge was, in most cases, orally constructed (Lichtenstadter, 1945;
Schwartz et al, 2009; Yusuf, 2010; Abdulelah, 2016). This is likely to reflect the
"nomadic"” nature of the society back then (Lichtenstadter, 1945: 32), which was
mainly tribal and conditioned by constant moving from one place to another. Because
of that, memorization and repetition were basic strategies used for knowledge
transmission and knowledge construction at that time (Yusuf, 2010). What helped
even more was the sharp memory pre-Islamic Arabs had, which made them resort to
poetry and prose as main sources for keeping track of most of their information
(Meisami & Paul, 2010). In this respect, Holes (2004:11) notably asserts that Arabs
before the Prophet Mohammad (peace be upon him) preserved the linguistic structure

of their language through "orally composed and transmitted poetry."

As for prose, pre-Islamic Arabs employed various types of prose literature ranging
from stories and lengthy speeches to short proverbs for documenting the major
historical events they witness (Sami & Qurshi, 2022: 74). Memorizing lengthy
prosaic paragraphs had been a common practice among most Arabia tribes and
delivering speeches in public was a chance for showing how retentive their memories
were (ibid).

Similarly, during the Islamic era, the habit of memorization, repetition, and

Imitation remained basic strategies through which knowledge was transmitted and
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constructed. The Quran, which is the holly book of Muslims, was revealed aurally to
the Prophet Mohammad (peace be upon him) and consequently delivered by him
orally to others (Abdulelah, 2016). Thus, early Muslims needed to memorize and
repeat the Quran in order to preserve it, not to mention reciting certain versus by
heart in their daily prays. Moreover, learning the Quran through memorization and
repetition was a major pillar in the philosophy of education in Islam (Nasr, 1992).
Seeking knowledge was, to some extent, related to worshipping and being educated
meant being qualified in Quran and Hadith , which are statements said by the prophet
(Kadi 2006). Through the middle ages of Islam, where knowledge was at its peak and
writing developed significantly, education also was guided by memorizing the Quran
and Hadith (Eickelman, 1978; Nasr, 1992; Abdulelah, 2016).

However, memorization, to this day, is still deeply rooted within the Arab
educational approach (see Boyle, 2006; Abbas, 2018; Sahin, 2018). Learning is
shaped at an early age by the importance given to this practice, especially
memorizing versus of Al-Quran and Al-Hadith. Being part of the Arabian culture,
Irag, like most Arab countries considers memorization as a basic pillar in its
educational system and from very early stages of learning. The next section sheds

light on this crucial issue in an attempt to answer the following question:

- To what extent do memorization, repetition and imitation guide the educational

process in lragi schools?
2.2 Memorization, Repetition, and Imitation in Iraqi Education

Sharing a similar linguistic and cultural background, Iraq like most Arab nations is
to some extent influenced by Islamic education. Linguistically, the medium of
educational instruction in Irag and most Arabic countries is Arabic (Swales & Najjer,
1987; Najjer, 1990). Although there are several versions of Arabic, it is the Modern
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Standard Arabic (MSA) that is used in education, news, formal communications, and
modern literary works (El-Hasan,1977, as cited in Swales, 1990). Most educated

people get to control this version gradually through their process of education.

MSA is a modernized version of Classical Arabic (CA) which is the "traditional,
literary, and religious language" (Swales,1990: 104) found in the highly valued text
of Al-Quran, Al-Hadith, and in most classical Arabic poems. However, these two
formal Arabic versions differ in some way from the informal, colloquia, and daily
used Arabic language, i.e. "local dialects, that a native speaker of Arabic gets to
acquire naturally” (Abdulelah ,2016: 59). Therefore, most school students in the Arab
world, from their early stages of learning, are required to learn and develop the two
formal versions of Arabic language, i.e. MSA and CA, which differ considerably
from their informal dialect. For gaining a sufficient grasp over these two versions,
most school students in lrag and other Arab countries are required to memorize,
repeat, and to some extent, imitate highly valued classical Arabic texts (see Al-
Jumaily,2004; Abdulelah, 2016; Ismael & Faraj, 2019). In fact, the school curricula
in most of the Arab countries explicitly promote these learning strategies in their

teaching and learning process.

As such, in Irag children start their elementary education at the age of six and end
this stage at the age of twelve. Still not being competent in reading nor writing, an
Iragi first year elementary student is required to memorize, through repetition, a
considerable amount of Quranic versus along with a couple of prophet's sayings.
Memorizing highly sacred texts are not all what Iraqgi elementary children have to
memorize, some rhyming poems and melodies are also required to be repeated orally
and memorized by heart.

This approach to education stretches reaching the intermediate and preparatory

stages, (each stage consisting of three years of study) where long versus of classical
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Arabic poetry should also be memorized along with the Quran and Hadith. It is
believed that by memorizing and repeating these highly valued texts, students will get
to be familiar with their Arabic and Islamic historical civilization, as Bloch (2008:
223) put it "a kind of connection between past and present.” Although such practices
are also supposed to help increase students' repertoire and enhance their linguistic
dexterity, students are not given an opportunity to use the language in a creative and
innovative way (Ismael & Faraj, 2019). Thus, when reaching a point where students
must use their language abilities in an original and creative way, all what most of
them are capable of doing is repeating and imitating previously written texts and

ideas.

Writing as a school subject is underestimated in the Iragi education curriculum in
general in such a way that memorization, repeating and imitation, which are supposed
to be eliminated to the minimum in such a productive skill, are the bases of most
students' writing habits (Al-Mesoody & Al-Mehdawy,2017; Ismael & Faraj, 2019;
Nasser,2019). Instead of promoting the creative use of language, Iragi school
textbooks, which are concerned with teaching writing, seems to encourage repeating

and memorizing.

Regarding the question imposed earlier of whether memorization, repetition and
Imitation guide the educational process in Iragi schools, it could be concluded, but
with caution, that they do dominate both the teaching and learning approach.
However, what would be of more significant to the aim of the study is to find out
whether these practices extend to more advanced levels of education. In fulfilling this
aim a semi-structured interview was conducted with ten Iraqgi experienced
researchers, namely professors and assistant professors. The way data was collected,

coded and analyzed is detailed next.

3. Methods
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3.1 Participants and Data Collection

During the spring of 2024 semi-structured interviews were carried out with ten
well-published university researchers working at several lragi universities. The
participants' academic ranking was either assistant professors or full professors with
slight variation in the length of academic teaching years. Six were from the areas
related to humanities three from biology and one from engineering. Being all from
Irag and having lragi Arabic as their first language, interviews were conducted in
Arabic. For the ease of reference, each participant was given a number along with the
capital letter (P) which stands for the word participant, i.e. (P1-P10). An overview of

participants is shown in table (1).

After taking permissions, all interviews were audio recorded. The length of each
interview varied from 20 minutes to over half an hour. Each participant was
interviewed twice except for (P2), who was interviewed once, because of having an
urgent commitment which prevented her from being available for the rest of the

summer.

The interviews were structured around the basic theme of the study, which aims at
Investigating the various practices involved in knowledge construction within the
participants' academic discourse communities, specifically coping and imitation. In
addition to responding to general questions, some participants spontaneously gave
their opinions on other relevant issues regarding teaching in Iragi schools and

universities.

Table 1

An overview of Participants in the Study

Participants Academic rank Sex Discipline
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P1 Full Prof. Male Sociology

P2 Full Prof. Female Sociology

P3 Full Prof. Female Psychology

P4 Full Prof. Male Philosophy

P5 Asst. Prof Male Linguistics

P6 Asst. Prof Female Archeology

P7 Full Prof. Female Biology

P8 Asst. Prof Male Biology

P9 Asst. Prof Male Biology

P10 Full Prof. Male Civil Engineering

3.2 Data Coding and Data Analysis

Following a recursive abstraction method, the audio recordings were all
transcribed and coded. The recursive abstraction method has been considered a very
useful method of analysis when dealing with rich interview data (Smith & Eatough,
2006; Polkinghorne & Arnold, 2014; Pecorari & Shaw, 2021). This method follows a
number of steps in which major themes are extracted from the interviewees'
responses; this mainly involved highlighting keywords and phrases of interest then
paraphrasing them into various themes. Categorizing and coding these themes into
basic ones were the final steps in the process. Furthermore, whenever a theme
emerges in later responses the earlier ones were reexamined for the same theme.
Because the interviews were conducted in Arabic, relevant responses appearing

below have been translated into English.

In the next section, three themes are to be indicated. These themes were repeatedly
identified throughout the transcripts. It should be noted that the researcher's interest
was mainly to focus on the factors bought up by the participants when determining

their comments on the various issues discussed in the interview.
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3.3 Results and Discussion

In this section three main themes that emerged from the responses to the interview
guestions are presented. Although the participants had conflicting opinions on some
issues regarding the issue of disciplinary knowledge construction, they did seem to
agree on certain factors regarding the acts of copying and imitation in academic
research. Putting this in mind, below are the themes extracted from the interview
process and which carry great interest because they reveal how lragi academic
discourse members respond to certain controversies related to knowledge building

and knowledge transition in their disciplines.
A. Knowledge construction through legitimate academic acts

In stimulating discussions, the interview started by asking the participants' about
the way knowledge is constructed in academic productions and what, in their opinion,
would be good ways of constructing knowledge from previous work. Despite some
conflicting views, all ten participants agreed to the fact that academic discourse is
cumulative in nature, in the sense that depending on previous work when producing

new ones is a legitimate academic practice:

Extract (1)

(P1) "Building on the work of others is inevitable in producing any academic
genre, but pay attention to what | am trying to mean, | said building which means
using my own bricks not stealing the whole building."
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Extract (2)

(P6) "when we build knowledge in our academic fields, we definitely must rely
on sources, otherwise what we are saying would not be labeled as academic."

Extract (3)

(P7) "New i1deas in any academic discipline are actually born from old ones.....
how can we fill a gap without relying on previous studies and research."
Moreover, the participants described some types of academic writing techniques as
legitimate, such as paraphrasing, summarizing and quoting.
Extract (4)
(P1) "In my opinion, paraphrasing is a good tool of writing from sources...it could

help us use our own blocks when constructing academic texts.. copying can never
help in building anything academically.. copying is stealing the work of others"

Extract (5)

(P10) "in most of my research | depend of paraphrasing, | think that any academic
writer should be able to paraphrase and write from a source using his own words.
As for copying and imitating, conflicting opinions among several participants can
be recognized. This could be due to the fact that what falls in the common domain is
how disciplinary specific. This means that some academic disciplines view certain
information as being common knowledge which can be simply copied directly
without documentation.
Extract (6)

(P2) "we must summarize from a source or use quotations when we want to copy
directly...in my opinion copying common knowledge is okay in any discipline."

Extract (7)
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(P7) "we should always follow a conventional way of writing academically...
however common phraseology can be directly copied.”

Extract (8)

(P8) "Some information don’t need to be paraphrased...it is common knowledge
for us in our domain...however for novice writers they must first imitate the way
knowledge is constructed in their disciplines in order for them to discover what is
common from what is not."

The issues mentioned above were recognized by nearly all participants. While
participant did acknowledge the use of copying and imitation in some cases related to
common knowledge and formulaic expressions, they did, however, express their
concerns about what they have called "an academic disease."

Extract (9)
(P1) "we have something wrong going on recently, it is just like some kind of

illness...it is spreading and it is dangerous.., students cannot write anymore they
depend on copying and pasting"

Extract (10)

(P3) "sorry to say it, but knowledge is no more constructed on previous work...no
no ..it is copied and this way of writing is spreading to advanced writers too"

Extract (11)

(P10) "I am a bit concerned about what is going on in our universities... can you

believe it.. postgraduates are copying instead of writing in their own words!! This

is a disease and | think it will not stop until we discover some recovery
procedures"

As mentioned in the responses, this disease has been spreading in the Iraqi

academic discourse community for a while now. One of the main factors recognized

by the participants as being the main source of such a disease is the deficiency of
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writing academically. As will be shown in the extracts below, most participants
blame the Iragi educational system for restricting the teaching of writing to the acts of
copying and imitation.

Thus, a second theme emerged from the participants' responses regarding the

issue of writing in Iraqi schools and universities.

B. The state of Writing in Iragi education

Conforming to what has been mentioned earlier in the literature review, most
participants expressed their concerns regarding the way writing is taught in Iraqgi
schools and universities. Participants saw that the academic writing issues we are
facing in the Iragi academic community today is, in some way, a natural outcome of a
teaching process which gives more weight to memorization than creativity and
innovation. Participant (P4) below notably states that teaching writing as a school
subject is underestimated in the Iraqi education curriculum in such a way that
memorization, repetition and imitation are the bases of most students' writing habits

especially at the primary and secondary levels.

Extract (12)

(P4) "There is no freedom of expression in schools and this could actually impede
the development of students' abilities to be creative... as you know children in
schools, namely at the primary and secondary levels, learn to memorize long text
in different subjects and then should write down what they have memorized by
heart in the exam.. | have a nine year old daughter at the fourth stage, she tells me
that she must memorize 'AL-Tabir" (_x=/) can you believe it!!

It should be noted that one of the most important writing school subjects in Iraqi
schools is called 'AL-Tabir' (U==il) which literary means composition of

expression, or sometimes called AL-Insha' (+L3¥1) (composition writing), which is

| http://qu.edu.iq/journalart/index.php/QJHS



Yo¥e) Adadt (€) Qaad) (YV) Maadl  Asilad¥) agdadd dowald)) dlas
3 - ] eas - 3

taught from early stages of education to the preparatory stage. In the elementary
levels, Al-tabir is taught through giving students scattered sentences and informing
them to organize these sentences in a form of a paragraph (See Qiraati for the 3",
4™ and 5™ classes). Students then should memorize this paragraph and write it
down in their copybooks. For gaining a full mark on composition in their final
exam, students should be able to write down any tabir they have studied and
memorized throughout their school year. Although this way of teaching is not
explicitly promoted, it has become a widespread teaching behavior and a
widespread learning habit that is implicitly reinforced by educational authorities
through giving full marks for verbatim copying from textbooks. This way of
teaching AL-Tabir is also extended to intermediate levels as mentioned by (P5) and
(P10) below:

Extract (13)

(P5) "At the primary and secondary levels, copying and memorization are
encouraged by lragi educational authorities.. can you imagine!!....they give full
marks for identically memorized and copied compositions.. my son had to
memorize a readymade composition written in his Arabic textbook in order for
him to pass his ministerial examination with a full mark"

Extract (14)

(P10) "how can we expect things not going this way in our universities.. the
educational system encourages its members to memorize and nothing but
memorization works"

Consequently, coming from an educational background which values, copying and
imitation, most Iragi academic community members may face challenges in
developing certain knowledge building abilities such as: innovative reasoning, critical

thinking, summarizing and synthesizing. What makes the matter worse is the limited
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space given to academic writing lessons within the university's disciplinary

curriculum if compared to other content subjects. Participant (P6) raises this issue:

Extract (15)

(P6)"Don’t you agree with me that the way knowledge is constructed and transmitted
are never taught in universities.. | mean graduates and postgraduates are left to
figure out the way they should build their thoughts and present them.. even when
taught how to write from sources this never extends teaching writing mechanisms
such as: punctuation, grammar, spelling ..etc.”

As responses show, previous learning deficiencies could be the major reasons for
why copying and imitation are common practices in knowledge constructing .
Nonetheless, these acts have not been viewed negatively by all participants.
Conflicting views over these issues can be noticed throughout the coming responses.
In order to elicit more comments about such type of acts and to directly address the
aim of the study, the researcher followed up with more specific questions, regarding
the Iragi-Arab and Islamic culture. The responses revealed an important theme to be

discussed next.
C. The State of Copying and Imitation in knowledge construction

In deciding whether these acts are legitimate or not, participants discussed their
thoughts and specified the reasons behind their judgments. For some imitation could
be an effective way of discovering how knowledge is constructed and transmitted in
one's own discipline. Participant (P8) sees imitation as deeply rooted within our

culture:

Extract (16)

(P8) I think imitation is a central part in Arab education...it is part of our culture too.
| mean we learn at an early age by imitation and it is quite beneficial for novice
academic members who are just learning the discourse of their disciplines
....Imitating but not copying"
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Like (P8), participant (P9) and (10) agreed to the fact that memorization copying,

and imitation are taught at early ages in Iraqg.

Extract (17)

(P9) That is a good issue you have just bought up.. most Iragis learn by memorization
and copying...we must memorize AL-Quran, Al-Hadith and long classical Arabic
poetry without even knowing the meaning of the words... then we copy long
chunks of language in our copybooks we write and write copying from Arabic
textbooks.. | think this would definitely affect the way we write and built
knowledge"

Extract (18)

(P10) I think, imitation is important at a certain stage, copying is too...and at
advanced level, imitation teaches a lot about how to write academically.. but at a
particular stage it should be controlled

Participants also expressed their concern regarding the negative consequences
these acts might carry. As (P10) argues above, these acts should be guided; while
such acts are likely to have positive impact on early stages of education, they can

impede the construction of disciplinary knowledge if utilized at more advanced ones.

The cultural excuse was also bought up several times and by most participants.
Professor (P7) declared the fact that Islamic culture values memorization repetition,
and imitation:

Extract (19)

(P7) "We live in a culture that values the words... we have a rich language it is
important I think at early ages to memorize the rich language of Quran...this can
actually build our own language...But this practice should be restricted to sacred
texts only."

However Professor (P5) argued for reconsideration such acts in the Iraqi
educational system in general. What professor (P5) said was actually bought up by

most participants at the end of their interviews.
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Extract (20)

(P7) "The Islamic culture promotes memorization and imitation, that is okay |
think.. but this state of affairs was relevant to pre-Islamic and Islamic ages...I
mean a time when documenting, printing and all the technology we have did
not exist. Today we need to reconsider these acts in our teaching and learning
methods"

Finally it can be seen that all participants thought of copying and imitation nearly
the same way. Although some conflicting opinions can be identified through the
responses, still these opinions are believed to be the result of academic disciplinary
variations, as Hyland (1999) notably argues "every discipline has its own unique way

of knowledge constructing and expressing."
4. Conclusion

Knowledge construction is a conventional practice in any academic research and
building on the work of others is an obligatory requirement for achieving this
construction. Choosing how to draw on previous work can be influenced by many
factors one of which is the cultural background of the researcher. Two of the major
practices which could be involved in knowledge construction are copying and
imitation. For such the present study discussed these acts in the light of silent notions

of culture and education and within the Iragi academic context.

The participants of this study all were L1 Iragi teachers who work at various Iraqi
universities and who hold advanced levels of academic ranking, namely assistant and
full professors. Asking prominent university members to take part in this study came
actually under the influence of what Pecorari & Shaw (2012:160) notably stated that
university teachers "are inevitably gatekeeper" and from a believe that certain

methods of teaching need immediate reconceptualizing.
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Interviews with the participants revealed striking findings which conform most of
what was mentioned earlier in the literature review that Arab-Islamic culture is to
some extent responsible for shaping the way Iragi academic researchers built
knowledge in their disciplines. Analyzing the responses also showed great consensus
among participants regarding the way copying and imitation are utilized in our
educational system. Though admitting the importance of such practices during early
stages of education, all participants revealed major concerns of a disease outbreak
due to an overuse of such acts especially in more advanced levels of education and

academic research.
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