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PREFACE

This book has been in the making long before its actual organic research and
writing, and I may not know exactly when it started to form, but it has lived with
me in mutual forbearance, growing and unexpectedly metamorphizing, and now
it is time for it to adabfully make its way into the world. The Well-Tempered Reader
prompts a discussion about adab as a hermeneutical praxis possessing a critical
grammar constitutive of the Arabic-Islamic knowledge system. This argument
expands the understanding and significance of accepted genres as linear, or serv-
ing one purpose only. It offers, I hope, new ways of considering adab but also
novel readings of foundational literary works that can be extended and theoreti-
cally applied to the Arabic literary tradition. The Well-Tempered Reader’s approach
reveals the socioethical dimensions of the term-institution adab, showing that its
cultural influence exceeds the domain of the textual sphere. Instead of a focus on
only the formal and aesthetic features of the textual corpus as a way of writing
and thus as markers of adab, this book argues that it is an ethico-aesthetic way of
sensing, knowing, and being, which results from the incessant critical posture
of the individual, qua the adabized subject, and their environment, which therefore
offers us a critical grammar. That critical posture of the adabized subject allowed
them a nuanced understanding of reality but also a modulated reception of reality,
in its complexity, as multilayered.

The Well-Tempered Reader is concerned with being in the world through adab
as an intellectual tuning system that offers complex, diverse, and rich ways of per-
ceiving and reading the world, and texts as part of this world, that are different
than some modern-day tuning systems due to different methods, critical language,
terminology, and institutional structures that emerged in the early modern period
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with the onset of colonial modernity to handle the perceived overabundance
of new knowledge. The Well-Tempered Reader is therefore attentive to the study of
this cultural grammar of the formation of the subject, to which adab as praxis and
application is an attestation. It advances an analysis of the virtue-ethic muria,
or the ideal human, demonstrating its immanent structure in premodern Arabic
culture and the formation of the subject as a legitimization of the existence of adab
and its transformative power. The book argues for adab’s acceptation and function
as praxis through its own legitimization by way of an examination of reading and
literary practices to unearth adab’s critical grammar. Through advancing a critical
grammar of adab, The Well-Tempered Reader posits adab as a generative literary,
analytical, and cultural framework and a discursive force for analyzing literary acts
owing to adab’s participatory role in knowledge systems.
b o Ble
Sarah R. Bin Tyeer
New York City, February 14, 2025 / Sha ‘ban 15, 1446
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Introduction

The Subject of Adab

The past few years have witnessed an effort to expand the conceptual vocabulary
of the fields of languages and literatures of the Islamicate, as well as compara-
tive literature, with regard to adab. While MESA (Middle East Studies Associa-
tion) panels may be the usual place to look for and organize discussions on adab
in some of the languages of the Islamicate, those of others, including the ACLA
(American Comparative Literature Association) and the MLA (Modern Language
Association), have also featured the topic. Slowly but surely adab is requiring
little glossing similar to polis, oikos, techné, humanitas, civitas, Bildung, and the
like. These new developments in the field gloss the importance of adab not only
qua adab but as a conceptual reservoir of many critical categories and theoretical
potentialities yet to be unearthed. Adab has thus far been regarded within moral,
ethical, pedagogical borders but rarely as a contender of more hermeneutical tools
and critical categories of thought that have contributed to the cultivation of the
adabized subject qua human.

This book advances the argument that the institution of adab legitimizes its
own existence through the formation of adabized subjects. The term “legitimiza-
tion” used in this study evokes a nomocentric framework, whereas adab as a way
of life is informed by the moral code of murd'a/humanism. In this respect, it is
already accepted that adab is not only narrowly restricted in a textual corpus or a
theoretical abstraction but also its ethical fountain is not an abstraction of ethics.
Rather, adab’s framework is one that reverts to the definition and ways of being
human within the framework of mura’a. Adab therefore has a bearing on what
is now defined as the formation of the subject through self-cultivation and self-
regulation where adab exercises a power over the subject, through the values of
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muri’a, because the subject elects to behave according to adab and not another
framework.! The adabized subject therefore recognizes this about themself but
also others acknowledge this adabful quality in the subject. Murai’'a as the ideal
way of being human becomes a law of truth for the subject propelling them to act
in murt’a, whereas adab becomes the practical expression of this law for the sub-
ject. As Michel Foucault maintains, “Power applies itself to immediate everyday
life which categorizes the individual, marks him by his own individuality, attaches
him to his own identity, imposes a law of truth on him which he must recognize
and which others have to recognize in him. It is a form of power which makes
individuals subjects” If the subject is formed “through self-cultivation and self-
regulation within contexts of linguistic conventions, power dynamics, and dis-
cursive formation,” it can be observed that premodern scholars regarded adab’s
normativity as an ideal to be cultivated and perpetually refined. This normativity of
adab, then, can be best regarded as its own grounds for legitimacy. By legitimacy, I
also mean that adab was not taken for a superfluous activity that celebrated its own
excesses and aesthetics or a corpus representative of certain moments in history
in abstraction. Rather, as this book argues, the institution of adab was conscious
of its own role in the formation of the subject through its active involvement in
linguistic expressions and the crafting of meaning, its norms, mitigation of conflict
and power relationships and critique, and the construction of discourse. In this
respect, adab as an observed discursive tradition was actively legitimizing itself.
While The Legitimization of Adab in the Arabic Literary Tradition seems
like a forbidding subtitle due to the sheer claim on words like “legitimization,’
“adab,” and “Arabic literary tradition”—admittedly the latter alone presupposes a
responsibility that is difficult to exhaust in one book—the tasks of this book are
derived, or rather orbit and inter-derive, from one word: adab. Raymond Wil-
liams proposes that one keyword has the power to teach us about not only its
etymological indication but also its processes of social and cultural innovation and
legitimation, since such processes impart to us the ways these keywords are used
to construct and appraise the world socially and intellectually.’ Adab therefore
becomes an agent of disclosure due to its revelatory power because of the wide
range of conceptual, intellectual, and social attitudes in which it is used in the
Arabic literary tradition and in all languages of the Islamicate where adab became
a social and intellectual agential force.* Indeed, very few concept-institutions of
the South-South have gained as much growth and popularity, but also, recently, a
critical consideration, like adab. A specific definition of adab may prove challeng-
ing not because it is a nebulous concept but because of its extensive development
history. These developments can be thought of as positively cumulative, which is
one factor that lends adab its complexity. Since the “word has acquired new senses
over the course of time, it has never entirely shed the older ones. Its semantic
evolution mirrors the changes which Arab society and culture have undergone.”
Indeed, poets in the pre-Islamic period did not speak of adab or mention it in
the capacity it had later. One of the earliest uses and forms that existed was adib,
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which means the host or one who invites to a meal. As poet Tarafa b. al-'Abd
(d. 569 CE) maintains:

Sao L 0V g5 Y.L Jasd I geu5 Bluikl § goo

In winter, we invite everyone to food / You do not see us selecting one
over the other.®

The original acceptation and use of this word meant a banquet (ma ‘duba) where
people are invited to food, especially in harsh environmental conditions in the
desert and during winter months. The one who extended the invitation or initi-
ated it is called the adub, with the verb forms aduba-ya 'dubu referring to the act
of inviting people to such banquets. Some studies maintain that it is unlikely pre-
Islamic poetry mentioned or used adab beyond the capacity of the verb as referred
to in Tarafa’s poem nor did its semantic range expand beyond this use.” This would
suggest that adab carried a materialistic connotation, one that referred strictly to
the generous act of hospitality and inviting others to one’s table. It is uncertain if
this supposition can be fully accepted. Perhaps the connotation and use eventually
expanded to the nonmaterial. One of the earliest semantic expansions, and hence
epistemic transformations, of adab’s usage came during the Prophet’s time when
in a hadith he says, “My Lord has taught me excellent manners and perfected my
manners” (addabani rabbi fa-ahsana ta dibi). This very hadith is also explained
and regarded as an invitation, whereby the Quran is regarded as a banquet of
knowledge and virtuousness sent by the divine.® This constitutes a double aim
of the word here: adab as banquet retains the original conceptions of hospitality,
but the form of sustenance is one that edifies and also refines. It is an intellectual
and moral nourishment. Although the hadith is deemed “weak” in its chain of
transmission, it is not weak in its meaning. Adab here is explained by scholars
of hadith like al-Fayyami (d. 870 AH/1465-66 CE) as “the unification of the refine-
ment of both the outer self and inner self” (ijtima ‘ tahdhib al-zahir wa-I-batin).?
Sahm b. Hanzala al-Ghanwi, a mukhadram poet (someone who lived during both
the pre-Islamic period and also after Islam), used adab in its ethical capacity,
evoking the same use that occurred in the aforementioned hadith:

UST13 Gra 1530 Lo el ¥ Gyl o o ol g ¥

People do not delay giving me what I want;
Do I not then give them what they want?
What beautiful adab this is!"

The poet here is describing social relations between people in general, and so did
not use the word “friends” This highlights that he does not refer to a transactional
relationship where emotional investments and expectations frame these encoun-
ters. The poet uses “people” (al-nas) in general and says that they are helpful and
never delay assisting him or giving him what he wants; why, then, should he not
reciprocate—is not this beautiful adab? This example points to a less common cat-
egory of emotions and social relations. The people referred to in the couplet are
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not specified as friends or relations but they could be acquaintances and/or mere
strangers. What is emphasized in this assertion is the upkeeping of social relations
via adab as social poiésis: the making of this social harmony through adab. In this
respect, the poet’s rhetorical self-reflexivity is an acknowledgment of this norma-
tive adab as an ideal and as an aspiration. Where social poiésis and harmony would
often be called upon in terms of framing the existing or defined social relationships
or even conflicts, adab’s role as an instrument of fostering trust among strangers,
hence a potential agent for furthering social cohesion, must also be recognized.

Although adab may have been used in a nonmaterial capacity before Islam,
it is with the advent of Islam that the word-concept gradually transformed from
its material signification to a metaphorical-conceptual one." The ethical mean-
ing of adab infused with Islamic teachings persisted into the Umayyad (41-132
AH/661-750 CE) and Abbasid (132-656 AH/750-1258 CE) periods and another
meaning was added to the ever-evolving concept: the pedagogical and gradually
the totality of knowledge seen as a result not only of the encounter with foreign
cultures (Persian and Greek) but also the “transformation from the oral/aural lit-
erary to the increasingly book-based and writerly”’? As the nascent empire found
itself creating and adopting bureaus, departments, and professions to acclimate to
its rapid growth and increasingly diverse and professional populations, translating
and encountering foreign knowledge, a new class was being created: the secre-
taries (kuttab) and the teachers for young princes (mu ‘addibin, sing. mu addib),
whose role would be to teach these young princes what their future positions
would require of them in studying Arab culture (poetry, oration, battles/days of
Arabs, biography of pre-Islamic times and Islam). Similarly, the kuttab had to pos-
sess comparable knowledge of the aforementioned genres." Arab literary historian
and critic Shawqi Daif argues that this transformation in the usage and praxis
allowed adab to become taxonomized as a discipline or science ( ilm), which was
restricted to Islamic sciences only until the Umayyads."* With the rise of profes-
sional specialization, especially within the chancery culture, scholars framed their
definitions of adab as a discipline in addition to an ethical and moral quality to be
aspired to; adab became a developing discipline that grew and affected and became
affected by the rest of the developing Arab-Islamic disciplines.'

In his commentary on Ibn Qutayba’s Adab al-katib, grammarian and lexicogra-
pher al-Jawaliqi (d. 539 AH/1144 CE) considers adab linguistically and ethically as
“good morals” (husn al-akhlaq) and “doing virtue” (fi 1 al-makarim), and that its
designation after the named Arabic sciences was something that occurred in Islam
(itlagahu ‘ala ‘ulim al- ‘arabiyya al-madhkiira muwalladun hadatha fi al-islam).*®
Wolthart Heinrichs addresses the question of whether adab “embodied a separate
and distinctive ideal of education and intellectual pursuit” during the apogee of
Abbasid culture and the separate designation of adab qua ‘ulim adabiyya and by
extension the adib.”” Heinrichs maintains that “knowledge of literary texts (poetic,
ornate prosaic, proverbial, historical-anecdotal, including Koranic and Hadith)” is
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expected and not elective; the “adib is trained to know by heart, on any conceiv-
able topic, all the relevant quotable materials from all the genres just mentioned.”*®
Heinrichs’s discussion of the ‘ulitm adabiyya in the fourth century AH/tenth cen-
tury CE and George Makdisi’s studia adabiyya, with reference to the disciplines of
adab in his discussion of the Nizamiyya school in the fifth century AH/eleventh
century CE, point to the establishment of adab as an independent discipline and
to its official institutionalization."

Although Daif’s lifetime work, the monumental ten-volume history of adab,
Tarikh al-adab al- ‘arabiyya, which took thirty years to complete, attests to the
evolutionary process of adab until reaching the modern definition as “eloquent
expression that is meant to affect readers and listeners on an emotional level,
whether it be poetry or prose” (al-kalam al-insha 't al-baligh al-ladhi yugsad bihi
ila al-ta thir fi ‘awatif al-qurra’ wa-I-sami ‘in sawa’ kana shi ‘ran am nathran),” it
still views adab within the framework of modern literary practice and as a textual
corpus. Viewing adab anatomically through texts alone can still be useful in high-
lighting the field contours of adab. To further explain, Brockelmann’s Geschichte
der Arabischen Litteratur was (and still is) considered an indispensable reference,
despite the later corrections, which organized or rather divided Arabic studies into
the historical periods that have become customary in the field of Arabic stud-
ies: from the pre-Islamic through the Umayyads, Abbasids, Mongols, Mamluks,
Ottomans, among others. In Brockelmann’s Geschichte, despite using Litteratur
as a translation for adab, Brockelmann includes more than literature proper; he
lists philosophy, kalam, logic, and jurisprudence, to mention a few nonliterary
disciplines. The reason for this, he argues, is that

Bei den modernen Kulturvolkern dringen sich diese Erscheinungen in solcher
Masse, dass der Literarhistoriker sich auf die Dichtung zu beschrinken genétigt ist.
Die arabische Poesie bedeutet aber fiir die Entwicklung der menschlichen Kultur
nicht so viel wie die Wirksamkeit arabisch schreibender Gelehrter fiir den Aufbau
der Wissenschaft. Denn das Arabische blieb nicht an die Schranken einer Nation
gebunden, sondern ward in dem weiten Umkreis, den der Islam als Religion durch-
drang, von den Ufern des Pontus bis nach Zanzibar, von Fez und Timbuktu bis nach
Kaggar und den Sundainseln, die Trigerin aller Kultur und Bildung und trat diese
Rolle erst spit und nur zum Teil an die Nationalsprachen ab.”

Among the “civilised” nations these manifestations have accumulated to such a de-
gree that the literary historian is compelled to limit himself purely to poetry. How-
ever, Arabic poetry did not have the same significance for the development of human
culture and knowledge as a whole compared to the achievements of scholars writing
in Arabic for the development of the sciences. This is because the Arabic language
was not limited to a single nation, but was the bearer of all culture and education in
the vast area where Islam penetrated as a religion, from the banks of the Pontus to
Zanzibar, from Fez and Timbuktu to Kashgar and the Sunda islands, ceding this role
only belatedly to various national languages, and then only in part.”
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Brockelmann intimates that for the study of the premodern period the totality
of knowledge production in Arabic must be considered absolutely necessary for
reading and understanding culture. This is because, in his words, Arabic poetry
is inadequate to be of any “significance for the development of human culture
and knowledge” He relegates this to the difference in what he calls “modernen
Kulturvélkern,” or “civilised’ nations,” where the study of poetry alone can be suf-
ficient as a study of culture. This distinction in scope of study, between the pre-
modern and modern literary output, according to Brockelmann, is necessary as far
as the former is concerned, whereas literary “outputs of the modern era, in which
the world of Islam has become more and more aligned with European culture,
[for those] one can limit oneself to poetry alone”* Indeed, Brockelmann’s organi-
zation and selections convey this concept as tied to literature but also the entirety
of culture, for he does not believe that a full picture of culture can be actualized
without all relevant sciences in the premodern era. It was therefore necessary that
other disciplines and genres be considered. It is only in the modern period
that Brockelmann accepts a study of literature to mean only “literature” as poetry
or the literary proper during and after the nahda, as Brockelmann’s work was pub-
lished between 1889 and 1902 in Leiden. His differentiation between the compre-
hensiveness of the premodern and the specialization of the modern pertaining
to both Arabic and European literatures is explained through what he describes
as the “alignment with European culture” Perhaps cultural capital expatriation is
a better term that explains how, under the external pressures of colonialism and
other foreign influences, the shift in cultural priorities and resources was notice-
able in favor of European alignment. The standardization of the specialized aca-
demic disciplines around the mid-nineteenth century is often explained through
the thorough secularization of the university, on the one hand, and the establish-
ment of widespread social mechanisms of control and their needs for classifica-
tion, categorization, and ranking, on the other.” Adab’s comprehensiveness and
interdisciplinarity with other sciences and its moral law of truth can no longer be
aligned with this cultural capital expatriation and its imported laws of truth.

Jurji Zaydan’s Tarikh adab al-lugha al-‘arabiyya—printed in 1899, after first
appearing partially in periodicals and magazines—comes ten years after Brock-
elmann’s intervention. Zaydan’s posture is certainly that of the literary historian
who references Brockelmann among an impressive list of Arabic, English, French,
and German sources. Zaydan’s seminal and important history follows the same
format and periodization that was witnessed in Brockelmann’s work and other
Orientalist works, though he criticizes the latter as insufficient and falling short
of a “history” of Arabic literature. Instead, Zaydan argues that Arabs pioneered
this art since the Fihrist of Ibn al-Nadim (d. 380 AH/990 CE), and he commends
Ibn al-Nadim for including, alongside what he calls the original Arabs’ adab (adab
al-‘arab al-asliyya), the knowledge produced in Islamic sciences and linguistics
(al- ‘uliam al-islamiyya wa-I-lisaniyya).” In a similar vein, Zaydan acknowledges
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Miftah al-sa ‘ada wa-misbah al-siyada, also known as Mawdii ‘at al- ‘uliim, by Otto-
man historian-chronicler Tagkopriizade (Tash Kubra Zadeh) (d. 968 AH/1561 CE),
which is organized by fields and includes more than 150 genres (mi’a wa-khamsiin
fannan) as part of this literary history.?® Similarly, he praises Ottoman historian,
geographer, and biographer Katip Celebi’s (d. 1067 AH/1657 CE) Kashf al-zuniin,
a bibliographical encyclopedia providing information on around fifteen thousand
titles published in Arabic, Persian, and Ottoman Turkish—a method that fol-
lows the previous prototypes on the history of adab Zaydan mentions. Finally,
Zaydan relates a contemporaneous example as part of this literature review, the
three-volume Abjad al- ‘ulizm by Indian scholar Siddiq al-Qundji (d. 1307 AH/1890
CE), published in India in the nineteenth century. Zaydan’s comprehensiveness
and understanding of the interdisciplinarity of adab as seen in the titles he included
is obvious, as is his inclusion of titles published by Ottoman and Indian authors
where knowledge produced about Arabic is indeed considered part of the Arabic
corpus, naturally before the Sykes-Picot agreement in 1916, where less of Zaydan’s
sentiment and posture was observed after the creation of the modern Middle East.

Zaydan concurs that these tomes are foundational for the study of Arabic
language and literature but cannot be really called a “history” of literatures as a
“literary history” was then understood. By extension, he does not consider Brock-
elmann’s or Orientalists’ works exhaustive of “literary history” either; they are,
according to him, all bibliographic and encyclopedic references. Zaydan then
credits himself as the first to have likely named this science in the Arabic language
and academe as “tarikh adab al-lugha al- ‘arabiyya,” or rather he credits himself as
the founder of “Arabic literary history” in Arabic scholarship when he, as editor
in chief, used it for the first time in al-Hilal magazine in 1894.” In his article, he
maintains that adab constitutes all science and knowledge (taqa“ ‘ala al- ‘ulim
wa-I-ma ‘arif mutlagan) and avers that no judgment on the status of knowledge
and literature (al- ‘ilm wa-I-adab) in any time of Arab history is possible except
after studying the cultural and civilizational context (al-hadara wa-I- ‘umran).®
Like Brockelmann’s definition, Zaydan's definition, as well as the bibliographic lists
encompassing the disciplines of science, philosophy, and history, attests that adab
is interdisciplinary, or rather postdisciplinary, in its embracing of several fields in
the one work but also the evident learnedness of adibs in more than one field at
any point in history.

Although the previous discussion showed the gradual process of the institution-
alization of adab and its establishment as a discipline in its own right; an exacting,
committing, nonchanging definition of adab in the Arabic tradition is not possible
owing to its history, evolution, development, and functions. Attesting to this intel-
lectually stimulating difficulty, despite Daif’s gargantuan efforts, like those before
him who attempted to historicize Arabic adab, such as Brockelmann and Zaydan,
Daif acknowledges the limitations of such a task, that it is by no means exhaustive
but still exhilarating due to its research and intellectual challenges. Daif writes
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that these endeavors are what his efforts allowed him to complete to a level of
acceptable accuracy in a lifetime, given, as he intimates, that much of this adab is
still in manuscript format, a fact that continues to change since the completion of
his work but that will also improve future anthologizing and historicizing efforts.

My intention is not to trace adab’s expansion, constriction, and/or transforma-
tion of its own meaning in the place it occupies in the Arabic literary tradition but
rather to investigate the grammar of adab itself. It is accepted that adab may have
had different and evolving and shifting acceptations that changed with time. But
rather than look for the definition of a term, a purely theoretical enterprise that
more often than not is considered in posterity after the phenomenon is observed,
this book’s purpose is to look for practical acceptations as the practitioners of adab
used and practiced.

If we accept that adab is expansively defined as a system that has an aesthetic
and ethical language, and this language may vary or shift across the ages as the
aforementioned discussions maintain, then by definition every language has a
grammar that makes it intelligible even if the language varies in its aesthetics or
has evolved. If adab, as Daif and others attest, seems to have changed or had differ-
ent characteristics and articulations across the ages, it can be argued that adab as a
structure would still have a recognizable grammar. The grammar of adab therefore
is what would allow this aesthetic of adab to be constructed. It is adab’s structural
foundation that would allow it its source of legitimization. How, might we ask, is
a grammar of adab constructed? One of the components of the grammar of adab
is its prescriptive nature, which can be observed in manuals such as the “adab of
scribes” (Adab al-katib) or the “adab of a certain praxis” This prescriptive adab
attests to the aforementioned normativity of adab in general, and it also involves
setting rules for how a practice should be best performed, often based on notions
of correctness or decorum as agreed upon by practitioners, hence an accepted
mode of professionalism. If adab’s personal ethics and morals are accepted as part
of the personal sphere, the prescriptive regulations as adab can be considered pro-
fessional ethics. On the other hand, adab possesses a critical grammar that acts as
its framework of legitimization. As mentioned, the normativity of adab derives its
legitimacy from the reciprocated trust shown by the subject in this institution and
the institution’s responsibility for enhancing the subject’s life. For this to happen,
adab’s own grammar cannot be other than a deeper understanding of the qualities
of the ideal human: mura’a.

What relationship do adab and reading have to the Arab-Islamic conception
of murd’a or humanism and the “ideal human” and the ways of being human?
What does it mean to be an adabized subject and a literate reader in the pre-
modern Arab-Islamic world? This book argues for adabs acceptation and func-
tion as praxis through its own legitimization via an examination of reading and
literary practices that unearth adab’s critical grammar. Through a critical gram-
mar of adab, the book posits adab as a generative literary, analytical, and cultural
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framework and a discursive force for analyzing literary acts. In so doing, it takes
adab as a framework for investigation. This book identifies adab as a literary, ana-
lytical, and cultural force, a new locus for the grammar of critical thinking in and
of itself and about adab. The following chapters, taking six case studies, span key
historical periods: eighth-century Baghdad (Ibn al-Muqaffa’s Kalila wa-Dimna),
tenth-century Syria (al-Ma‘arrTs Zajr al-nabih), twelfth-century Andalusia (Ibn
Tufayl's Hayy b. Yaqzan), fifteenth-century Egypt (al-Suyatis al-Tabarri min
ma ‘arrat al-Ma ‘arri), and the nineteenth-century Lebanese nahda (al-Shidyaq’s
Leg over Leg). These authors and works are not case studies in the strictest sense.
Rather, they are entryways to much broader questions and claims that each chap-
ter explores. In light of this structure and organization, the booK’s assertion about
“adab’s legitimization of itself” should not be understood as a discussion
about an activity exclusive to these authors or texts alone. Indeed, each chapter is
an investigation of the critical grammar of adab that speaks to broader discourses.
These discourses, raised by the texts and their authors, are in “filiative” conversa-
tions with other texts within what they create as an adab sphere.” This sphere
can be best defined and understood as the interrelated adab environment, textual
and otherwise, with its authors, readers, critics, and all participants who engage
this sphere, thereby giving it its form through both affirmation and opposition.
These affirmations and oppositions naturally reflect critical positions that can
have a social purchase. The adab sphere therefore should not be understood as an
abstract concept. Rather, it is one where adab’s complex nature is reflected through
these interrelated dynamics and where contestations about legitimacy occur. That
said, every text chosen for discussion that constitutes a chapter in this book can be
considered its own sphere where these connections and dynamics will come into
full light.

This book takes adab as a discursive practice. In this respect, the purpose of this
temporal span of the selected works is to show several things. (a) The discursive
and interdisciplinary nature of adab, in a precolonial context, was transformed in
the nineteenth century owing to what Brockelmann described as the “alignment
with European culture” (b) This in turn will account for the meaning of “tradition”
in the subtitle. As the book sets out to show the discursive nature of adab, it by
default contours both the act of adab’s own legitimization and the adabized reader
in the premodern Arab-Islamic world at various temporal slices as presented in
each chapter. (c) The selection and method in turn allow for a stronger argument
on the ways adab was legitimized (i.e., justified its existence) through its streaming
of intellectual virtues and virtue-ethics that are considered definitive of the ideal
human (muri’a) in more than one genre, period, and geography.

The criterion for selection is not arbitrary; rather, it ties this selection back
to the conception of human through the notion of “reading” as a cross section of
human praxis. How does one express the means of being human through read-
ing and understanding? Is all reading stable and void of crises of comprehension
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and understanding? What creates an unstable reading praxis? What is the differ-
ence between literal versus figurative language? How does one read humiliation;
how does one read and respond to an insult? How did epistemic transformations
and cultural pressures affect ways of reading in the nineteenth-century nahda?
It is possible that there are answers to these questions outside the frame of adab.
The book endeavors to answer these questions within the frame of adab and the
conception of the adabized subject. These questions comprise the skeletal logic
holding these chapters together. They are the very questions that shaped and
guided the book’s development, writing process, and creative impetus. The skel-
etal logic therefore is the consideration of intellectual virtues as delineated by the
definition of mura’a that guides and defines the act of reading and understanding
within the parameters of the human. In adab’s privileging of the human, it allows
the adabized subject to live with the discursive tradition of language and history
and develop textual empathy. Adab creates the conditions of the well-tempered
reader, the adabized subject, beyond the confines of the literal and restricted lan-
guage as a result of relegating this lived tradition to an archive of textual corpus,
thereby creating a restricted reader.

Like Johann Sebastian Bach’s (1685-1750 CE) The Well-Tempered Clavier,
BWYV 846-893, which consists of two sets of preludes and fugues in all twenty-
four major and minor keys for keyboard, and which moves effortlessly between all
keys through the employment of a tuning system, the well-tempered reader was/
is able to move effortlessly, “connectedly” through layers of language and history
across time and tradition. Bach’s work explored every aspect of the keyboard in the
seventeenth century, and it continues to offer challenges, perhaps also innovations,
to each new generation. Bach’s aim was to present an innovative approach to tun-
ing that allowed for performance in all twenty-four major and minor keys without
excessively altering the qualities of harmony. That said, “well-tempered’ does not in
itself imply a specific tuning, any more than ‘clavier’ implies a specific instrument.
It means no more than a tuning in which it is possible to play tolerably in all keys*
This means that players performed within a wide range of both skill and emotional
register. The opposite of the well-tempered would be a tuning that produces what is
known as the “wolf intervals” or unpleasant and harsh “dissonance.”

Like the typology of Bach’s players, Ibn al-Mugqaffa“ also envisioned a typology
of readers whom he, through the virtue of adab as a tuning system, saw as the
well-tempered readers who would be able to read his Kalila wa-Dimna in various
ranges of difficulty according to their adabization. The process of adabization then
can be thought of as the intellectual tuning system of the well-tempered reader.
The analogy not only depicts texts and their readers, since it will be read by all
types of readers; rather, the self-knowledge and awareness of this range, as I argue,
is what separates the well-tempered reader from the not-so-well-tempered (or
untuned) reader. The well-tempered reader is aware of the existence of the need
for an adab-informed reading that would allow a realization of a range of reading,
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discourse, critique, and levels of meaning, and therefore is open to other read-
ers and the adab sphere in a process of needing others, that is, other readers. An
untuned reader is not an adabized reader. An untuned reader is disconnected from
tradition, disengaged from a discursive tradition and other readers. The untuned
reader will, by default, create dissonance.

In Homer’s Odyssey, which retells the story of the adventures and eventual
homecoming of Odysseus to Ithaca after leaving his wife, Penelope, and infant
son, Telemachus, for seventeen years, an important account takes place in the first
four books, known as the Telemachy or the Paideia of Telemachus. Telemachus,
then seventeen, grew up without his father, Odysseus. He is unable to defend his
house and property from the suitors of Penelope, who are only after his father’s
estate and the consuming of his resources. Athena, the goddess of wisdom, pre-
sents Telemachus with the choice to travel and meet with his father’s friends and
war comrades to learn more about his father and become educated. Telemachus
expresses a sense of inadequacy for this venture because of a lack of knowledge in
“dialogue” or “discourse” He does not know how to speak with people in general
or elder people in particular:

Telemachus replied, “But Mentor, how

can I approach and talk to him? I am

quite inexperienced at making speeches,
and as a young man, I feel awkward talking
to elders!

The original Greek word used to describe Telemachus is népios (vimiog). It does
not mean “inarticulate” or “inexperienced” as such but “disconnected” Telema-
chus is characterized as a “clueless” young man; he is disconnected intellectually,
morally, and emotionally.* It is quite easy to see why népios, “disconnected,” would
be understood and/or translated as “inexperienced” or “inarticulate” If someone
is disconnected on all aforementioned levels, being inarticulate or lacking in
experience becomes a plausible, even an inevitable, consequence to this discon-
nectedness. His disconnectedness evidently not only prevents him from being cog-
nizant of the necessary tools to engage with people and derive meaning through
understanding their stories but also prevents him from properly developing his
future experiences.

MURU' A, ADAB, AND THE ADABIZED SUBJECT

I have thus far charted the map of terms and concepts and the framework for this
book, which endeavors to further an understanding of what adab is rather than
reinstate that adab is. In other words, the present study does not take previous
definitions at face value, nor does it do away with them, but it attempts to see anew
with fresher eyes and innovative links and patterns. As mentioned, the corpus of
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this study hails from various genres: animal fables that are also recognized as mir-
rors for princes such as Kalila wa-Dimna; the philosophical-theological allegory
of Hayy b. Yaqzan; auto-commentaries and treatises of self-defense by al-Maarri;
an urjiza (pedagogical poem) by al-Suyuti; and a lexicon masquerading as a novel
parodying novels by al-Shidyaq. By all means these works classify and understand
themselves as works of adab, but this is not the only criteria of selection. The
major criterion of choice, as mentioned and understood broadly, is reading. In
this respect, as a corpus self-defining as adab, it offers an opportunity to examine
how the texts performed adab as praxis and therefore how it transferred this praxis
on the meta level to its readers. In other words, how do the grammar of adab and
the values of murai’a, as the amalgamation of all virtues, inspire the performance
of adab, which legitimizes its own existence, and how do they simultaneously offer
the reader a discursive and sustainable value of adab? Incontrovertibly, each text
had a different set of questions and challenges and therefore performed adab dif-
ferently through various derivatives of murti’a, as shall be explained in due course.
But despite these texts’ differences and performances, they all performed through
the grammar of adab that derived its syntax from the conception of mura’a as the
values contributing to the formation of the ideal human and the adabized subject.

THE WELL-TEMPERED READER:
THE SUBJECT OF ADAB

This brief introduction has attempted to present, explain, and account for the title’s
keywords—well-tempered reader, adab, legitimization, Arabic literary tradition—
and has put forth the central question of the book. In six core chapters, the book
will further delineate the concepts introduced in the introduction and further
chart the argument as each chapter, though different than the last, builds on the
argument within as the work progresses.

Chapter 1: Adab and/as Murt’a

In this chapter, I examine and analyze an early work on adab and mura’a/humanism,
hitherto undiscussed, by the eighth-century Salih b. Janah, where I set out the ide-
als and conceptions of adab and muri’a. I also discuss the subsequent, though less
innovative, and only other available work on the subject of adab and mura’a by
Ibn al-Marzuban (d. 309 AH/921 CE). These discussions act as a framework that
holds mura’a as the conceptual reservoir of Arab-Islamic virtues defining human-
ism/the ideal human. Murt’a in these works is conceptualized as an umbrella for
various virtue-ethics that become the building blocks of the grammar of adab:
hospitality, discourse, civility and decorum, will and resolve. In this respect, as per
these early Arabic sources, the ways of being human, through these virtues, are the
defining virtue-ethics of the ideal human, and simultaneously they are reflected
in adab but also take adab as a vehicle to actualize them. The book understands
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humanism within the Arab-Islamic parameters of the definition of muri’a as the
ideal human who perfected an expression of this humanity through the exercising
of mura’a.

Chapter 2: Adab as Hospitality

This chapter considers the act of translation of Kalila wa-Dimna, the first work of
prose in Arabic, from the Sanskrit via Pahlavi by Ibn al-Mugqaffa“ as an act of adab
qua hospitality toward the text but also readers. To add, Ibn al-Mugqaffa“s own
rationalization and defense of adab in his al-Adab al-kabir wa-l-adab al-saghir
(The Major and Minor Adab) advances the legitimization of adab because it
encourages what he defines as “discourse” (shu ub al-hadith), which he sees as
conducive to the flourishing of mind and intellect but also society, hence the actu-
alization of what he calls “the good life” and social poiesis. This is reflected in his
own exordium to the translated work Kalila wa-Dimna, which, while acknowledg-
ing the work’s figurative language as a crisis in understanding but also an exercise
in multiple interpretations, he delineates through a typology of readers who will
exhibit different levels of understanding across both horizontal and vertical times,
thereby creating hospitable “conditions of understanding” and a hospitable reader.
The hospitality shown to the reader by Ibn al-Mugqafta“ as well encourages one to
be imaginative and critical, which enables this social adabization through what I
call the adab sphere, hence adab as praxis. The chapter also puts forth a compari-
son between Plato’s and Aristotle’s views of figurative language versus its concep-
tion in the Arab-Islamic context, taking into account the translation movement
of Greek sources at the time and comparing the latter’s attitude toward figurative
language versus the Arabic.

Chapter 3: Adab as Discourse

The twelfth-century epistle Hayy b. Yagzan by Ibn Tufayl gives us ample room
for displaying how a literary work can both represent a crisis in understanding
and participate in resolving it, thereby acting as an interlocutor and allowing
others to participate in what I identify as the adab sphere. On the macro level,
the crisis in understanding refers to the remarks Ibn Tufayl makes in the exor-
dium, which point to his own reading reception of other scholars’ works, as well
as other scholars’ reception in general. The critique of available scholarship that
went into his work, as evidenced by the citational exordium, points to these posi-
tive crises of reading experience. It refers to a crisis of understanding factored
in time that Ibn Tufayl says he will rectify for the young disciple as a distillation
of his own reading to act as an introduction. There are explicit references to cri-
ses of understanding, as Ibn Tufayl says that readers may have misunderstood
some elements in al-GhazalT's Mishkat al-anwar, one of the book’s sources. On the
micro level, the narrative of Hayy b. Yaqzan deploys the process of “understand-
ing” itself as a perpetual crisis in the text, on the level of self and Hayy himself, to
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the absence of language at the beginning as an accepted vehicle of understanding
and communication, until the narrative moves to the people of the island with
Absal and Salaman and the diversity of understanding and reception of Hayy’s
teachings because of the “extralinguistic” nature of his experience that he attempts
to convey. The inadequacy of language as a vehicle for expressing spiritual expe-
riences is an argument that is emphasized in the epistle and it is one that is in
a citational relationship with Avicenna’s ideas on language as “mental content”
rather than language as logic or grammar (as per the famous tenth-century debate
between Abu Bishr Matta and Aba Sa‘id al-Sirafi). Lacking critical tools of adab
because of their oppressive ruler, the people of the island’s understanding, except
Absal’s, borders on, and anticipates, Locke’s “ideational theory;” which attempts
to reduce a metaphor to its archetype that stands in opposition to Hayy’s “intel-
lective reasoning” and the “extralinguistic” The disparity in the reception of the
ideas advanced by Hayy evokes what Gadamer calls the “historical conditioning
of understanding”

Chapter 4: Adab as Critique

Pursuing and building on what has been discussed in the previous chapters, this
chapter takes al-Ma‘arrTs (d. 449 AH/1057 CH) auto-commentary Zajr al-nabih
(Chiding the Barking Dog(s)), written in response to misreadings, misrepresen-
tations, and falsifications about his poetry collection Luziimiyyat, also known as
Luzim ma la yalzam (Unnecessary Necessity), as its case study. Acknowledging
the deliberate misreading of his poetry, al-Ma‘arri utilizes an arsenal of rhetori-
cal, grammatical, and poetic techniques in this auto-commentary to achieve the
performative nature required in this work. Al-Ma‘arri does not treat this as a cri-
sis in understanding and therefore an innocent misreading of his work, but as
a deliberate injustice (zulm)—the same word used by Ibn Tufayl in referring to
those that misread the works cited in his exordium. This therefore does not only
become an attestation to a conception of both “ethical reading” and critique as
nazar but also points us to an incident in literary history where the poet’s greatest
achievement and authority are turned against him. Misreading as injustice was
not lost on later historians like Ibn al-‘Adim (d. 660 AH/1262 CE) and literati
like Yasuf al-Badi‘i (d. 1037 AH/1662 CE), who both authored their own versions
of defense based on a close reading of al-Ma‘arrTs work and the latter’s afore-
mentioned auto-commentary. Both authors had no vested interest in al-Ma‘arri,
nor were they his contemporaries. Rather, Ibn al-‘Adim titled his distinct mono-
graph al-Insaf wa-I-taharri fi daf* al-zulm ‘an Abi al-"Ala’ al-Ma ‘arri (The Right-
ing and Investigation in the Elimination of Injustice against al-Ma ‘arri) to refute
the claims and fabrications against al-Ma‘arri. This act of “critical justice” (insaf)
toward al-Ma‘arri therefore shows us that it was a most fundamental critical cat-
egory of thought; critical justice acted as categorical “critique” for reliable versus
unreliable narrators in hadith studies; it is an ethical imperative. This also shows
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how the theoretical virtue of “justice” was transformed into a praxis proper that
allows the formation of the critical subject qua the adabized subject.

Chapter 5: Adab as Method

If the threat or the actual act of insulting another is one that aims at dehumaniz-
ing the subject, ridiculing them, and stripping them out of their ontological status
as human, socially and morally, how does one adabize an insult? In this chap-
ter, I discuss an anecdote that relates how, on his way to al-Sharif al-Murtada’s
(d. 436 AH/1044 CE) court, al-Maarri, the visually impaired poet, stumbles on
a man. The man, flustered, formulates an insult in the form of an inquiry rel-
egating al-Maarri to a third-person bystander: “Who is this dog?” (man hadha
al-kalb). Al-Ma‘arri retorts quickly and tells the man, “A dog is someone who
does not know seventy names for the dog” (al-kalb man la ya ‘rif li-I-kalb sab ‘in
isman) and leaves it there in apparent philological victory. Al-Ma‘arri apparently
not only returned the favor but insulted everyone for posterity, as al-SuyatTs
(d. 911 AH/1505 CE) philological enterprise later attests. Four hundred years later,
Egyptian scholar al-Suyiti does not leave it there. He takes this insult to heart
and also to adab. He writes an urjiiza titled al-Tabarri min ma ‘arrat al-Ma ‘arri
(The Disowning of the Disgrace of al-Ma‘arri), which traces all the names of the
dog he could find in lexicons and books to explain away the insult in a manner
of an explication de texte/mot or a commentary (sharh) on “dogness.” Al-Suyiiti
therefore shows us that he responded back to the insult in a methodology of adab
that reflects the times he lived in where lexical and commentarial pursuits were
prime. Adab as method therefore shows us how literati engaged and framed their
work within the structures and logics of adab and not just a textual universe
they alluded to. This crisis of the insult, spanning over four hundred years, was
resolved, adabfully.

Chapter 6: Adab as Resolve and Will

This chapter discusses Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq’s (ca. 1806-87 CE) Leg over Leg
in light of its unique genre-breaking oeuvre. The work combines several genres:
autobiography, travelogue, lexicons, and premodern magamat, among others.
The chapter argues that al-Shidyaq’s will and resolve to critique the novel’s form
and to author a book in the aesthetics and mannerism of premodern adab serve
a double aim. The Arabic language and its literary constituents are, according
to some, incompatible with the project of modernity and with commerce and
administration, as al-Shidyaq relates to us. The Arabic tradition and language are
thus seen as both an impediment and a threat to progress and one of the salient
literary symbols of modernity and progress: the novel. In this work, al-Shidyaq
questions and critiques these claims aesthetically through a nod to the premodern
forms and language he adopts, thereby resisting the simplified form and language
of the emerging Arabic novels of the time.
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By adopting and declaring this position explicitly, he immediately posited him-
self as a critic of these views. He even goes further and calls modern Arab users
of the language “foreign Arabs” who are unable to access the very language they
use, a nomenclature he uses in the subtitle of his book. Al-Shidyaq’s engagement
with adab therefore shows how certain exploitative practices contributed to the
loss of Arabic and in turn the subject’s linguistic being, which thus limit their
abilities to articulate the world, to imagine and conceptualize and achieve
their maximum potential, as he shows us in Leg over Leg. The latter status is in a
direct relationship to the intellectual virtues discussed throughout the book and
which, as al-Shidyaq cleverly argues, become lost with the loss of language and the
subject’s access to adab. The restriction of adab and its concomitant intellectual
grammar and language limited the subject’s ability to articulate the world and
turned the subject into a “restricted” reader and thinker.

Coda: The Sustainability of Adab

The coda ties together all the threads of this book’s arguments. It also advances,
delicately, that some acts of reading that are resistant to adab by modern literati
may have, perhaps unwittingly, advanced the delegitimization of adab by creat-
ing certain historical conditions of understanding and different modes of reading,
therefore creating a different type of reader than the premodern one. This not only
raises the question on the meaning and function of adab versus literature in light
of the booK’s argument—the legitimization of adab as practiced by premodern
literati—but also the premodern versus the modern reader. That adab indeed held
a social function, beyond the literary and pedagogical, in its privileging of the
imagination and language skills, allows the adabized subject to move beyond
the confines of the “literal” and “restricted” language and differentiate between
reality and imagination, and also to develop “textual empathy” and become “con-
nected” to temporal and textual others; the mediation of all these spaces is sus-
tainable through adab; the absence of these space creates what I call a restricted
reader and thinker. The restricted reader is one who exhibits restriction not only
in terms of their inability to read with or within the tools of adab but one who is
restricted temporally by not having empathy or access to their temporal others—
and ultimately textually. The restricted reader is disconnected.

Through this complex and multilayered study, the book takes on five main tasks.
(1) It first examines the relationship between adab and the conception of the ideal
human through the investigation of mura’a. Adab’s very foundation rests on the
pillars of mura’a through the virtue-ethics that form mura’a and hence its relation-
ship to adab’s ethical-intellectual constituents as developed by premodern scholars,
chiefly Ibn Janah (fl. 2nd century AH/8th century CE) in his al-Murii 'a wa-I-adab
(Humanism and Adab). (2) The book then takes these delineated intellectual
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virtue-ethics as constituents of adab and puts forth the framework or grammar of
adab as hospitality, discourse, critique, method, resolve and will. (3) Taking each
virtue-ethic on its own, the book shows in respective chapters how these virtues
are highlighted not just in the textual universe of adab but through the performa-
tivity of adab as reading and understanding, whether in a stable context or in a
crisis-ridden one. (4) The argument then hones in on the criteria of selection as
the instability of reading and understanding as “crisis” to be the focus of the chap-
ters’ examinations manifest in a crisis of reading/understanding. (5) Thereby we
examine the aspects of the act of reading and the tools of adab itself and the types
of readers adab cultivated.

The book therefore identifies the unadabized readers whose methods of read-
ing, as I show, departed from the grammar of murt’a and adab, and who also
profiteered from what I identify as false readings and errorism to epistemically
trade and profit and accumulate cultural capital. In each chapter, the issues of
reading and understanding, meaning, figurative language versus literal language,
and the tools of adab are raised; this is what holds the book together as it advances
the argument on how adab was legitimized as the participants in this adab sphere
saw the fundamental links between the cultivation of essential critical tools, hence
one’s humanity, and the intellectual and social virtues identified with the tools
adab fostered. The pursuit of adab therefore cannot be said to be ancillary to activi-
ties, or gratuitous, or elitist. To say it is elitist would imply that the cultivation
of the subject and human flourishing was regarded as a gratuitous activity and that
the conception of the human exhibited as mura’a qua hospitality, for instance, is
understood by elites but not the average person. If adab is regarded as a means to
the cultivation of human virtues, it justified its own necessary, not superfluous,
existence. The conception of adab put forth in this book argues for more than the
inculcation of refinement and moral excellence, which is an accepted definition
of adab. The book posits that this adab sensibility becomes a framework for the
adabized subject by providing critical intellectual tools required for reading,
understanding, and literary production as well as for success in life, as premodern
literati argue. The latter argument can be seen manifest in the ways the tools of
adab encourage social poesies and the resolve of conflicts through the ideals
of murd’a and humanism.
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Adab and/as Murii'a
The Ways of Being Human

MURU’A AS THE HABITUS OF ADAB

It is very easy to discuss both mur@i’a qua humanism and adab in positive abstract
terms and build a framework only from very affirming sources such as manuals
on mur® a. However, a detour to manuals that are concerned with less positive
moral qualifiers, circumstances, and environments may offer a rewarding venture
regarding the comparative framework they present. In other words, it is expected
that a book on humanism will offer a positive framework in an abstract theori-
zation of these conceptions divorced from real crises or a social framework; for
example, generosity is good, or veracity is respectable. Therefore, to speak about
a habitus of adab in the Arab-Islamic context, it is imperative that a recourse to a
form of crisis is present.

Habitus is understood as the manner in which individuals hold their social
world but also interact with it. Adab thus indicates both a shaping and transforma-
tion of the habitus—and, by turn, individuals—through unconscious mimesis by
following social norms and through pedagogic processes and virtue training. This
pedagogical aspect of the habitus and its ethical context were where the earliest
conceptions of habitus were formulated as per Aristotle.! Saba Mahmood notices
the connection between the Aristotelian formulation of the moral formation
and between its counterpart in select Islamic thinkers such as al-Ghazali (d. 505
AH/1111 CE), Ibn Rushd (d. 595 AH/1198 CE), and Ibn Khaldun (d. 808 AH/1406
CE). In explaining Ibn Khaldan’s use of the term malaka, Ira Lapidus argues that
malaka, while often translated as “habit,” is best translated as “habitus,” which he
defines as “that inner quality developed as a result of outer practice which makes

practice a perfect ability of the soul of the actor”? Ibn Khaldan maintains in The
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Mugqaddimah that “a habit[us] is a firmly rooted quality acquired by doing a cer-
tain action and repeating it time after time, until the form of that action is firmly
fixed [in one’s disposition]. A habit[us] corresponds to the original action after
which it was formed? Like the Aristotelian habitus in the Greek tradition, the
Arab-Islamic habitus’s “moral cultivation implies a quality that is acquired through
human industry, assiduous practice, and discipline, such that it becomes a perma-
nent feature of a person’s character” In other words, “a habitus can be said to exist
only when someone has actively formed it

In the context of the objects of theoretical faculty in Islamic philosophy, Majid
Fakhry uses habitus as malaka as “the perfection of [certain] power.”® The relation-
ship between adab and power is one that I shall discuss in due course. But power
need not be thought of as strictly perceivable or material; it can be thought of as
influence, social capital, or a power of one’s own malaka that they have inhabited.
Lapidus discusses malaka within the realm of faith as “the acquisition, from the
belief of the heart and the resulting actions, of a quality that has complete con-
trol over the heart so that it commands the action of the limbs and makes every
activity take place in submissiveness to it to the point that all actions, eventually,
become subservient to this affirmation of faith. This is the highest degree of faith.
It is perfect faith”® When one inhabits this habitus of faith as per the example
in Lapidus’s discussion, or adab, or another intellectual institution, its power will
take over the heart of said actor enforcing the unconscious submission to this
habitus’s unconscious praxis. This is a very apt explanation that is in keeping with
the root m-I-k (to rule, to possess), which not only indicates the possession or the
inhabitance in a certain habitus but that the habitus, in turn, possesses the indi-
vidual, involuntarily and reciprocally; to possess and be possessed by the habitus.
To possess adab is to be possessed by adab in praxis—it becomes second nature.

IBN JANAH’S AL-ADAB WA-L-MURU A

As a concept, murii’a has had quite the development. Further studies may be
able to diachronically trace, examine, and study this concept from its pre-Islamic
understanding and conceptions until the present day. For the sake of our pres-
ent discussion, it is prudent to focus on its concomitance with two things: eth-
ics (akhlaq) and the conception of the human (al-insaniyya). The aforementioned
relationship between ethics and murt’a is traced in Prophetic hadith: wa-in kana
laka khuluq fa-laka muri’a (if you have ethics/virtues, you have murt’a),” and
in another hadith: la din illa bi-murii‘a (there is no religion without mura’a).® It
is thus not ethics or virtues, as such, but what the achievement of these virtues
makes of one: the ideal human. Ibn Manzar (d. 710 AH/1311 CE) similarly tells

the verb maru’a, to have murti’a and insaniyya (humanity)."” He also mentions
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a form V of the verb, tamarra’ (fulan yatamarra’ bina), which means someone
hopes to emphasize their own humanity through highlighting its perceived lack in
someone else (yatlub al-murii’a bi-naqsina).’* This, of course, is a pretentious act of
feigning humanity (takalluf al-murii’a).’* Al-Sharif al-Jurjani (d. 816 AH/1413 CE)
tells us that mura’a is a self-resoluteness that propels beautiful actions considered
praiseworthy with a just cause (quwwa li-I-nafs mabda’ li-sudiir al-af ‘al al-jamila
‘anha al-mustatba ‘a li-I-madh shar ‘an wa- ‘aqlan wa-far ‘an).” Al-Zamakhshari
relates, in Asas al-balagha, m-r-" as the root for human being and explains it as fol-
lows: “He is a man/human of veracity (imrii” sidg), she is a woman of wickedness
(imra’at sui’), someone who has mura’a is the ultimate culmination of manliness
(kamal al-rujuliyya)”*

In a more detailed eighth-century epistle titled al-Adab wa-I-muri’a (Human-
ism and Adab), poet Salih b. Janah al-Lakhmi charts in thirty-six concise chapters
the moral ingredients of the titular epistle’s ethical value: the relationship between
possessing adab and perfecting one’s humanity and ideal behavior (murti’a).”* Not
much is available on Ibn Janah’s precise dates, but the sources tell us that he lived
in the eighth century during the reign of Caliph Hartn al-Rashid (d. 193 AH/809
CE) and may have been one of al-Jahiz’s tutors (d. 255 AH/868 CE), who was famil-
iar with him and his writing.'* Mur@’a is a concept that predates Islam and has
been absorbed and assimilated after the advent of Islam. The concept of murii’a
(etymologically from mar” man/human) is sometimes cursorily translated as
“manliness” to denote bravery, assisting those in need, chivalry, and courage. If
generosity or hospitality (karam) is often regarded as the highest Arab virtue as it
pertains to material giving; mura’a can be considered the nonmaterial equivalent
of the highest virtue; a generosity of spirit since it translates as the nonmaterial
giving of oneself, exercising humanity to its fullest potential, and ideal behavior. It
encompasses bravery, generosity, hospitality, defending the weak and less able, and
a certain readiness and willingness to assist, defend, and serve. One who possesses
mura’a means one who has perfected being human, possessing ideal behavior and
ethics, and is being true to the core of human values, and has achieved the highest
level of humanity.

The concept is expansive in its all-encompassing nature as it becomes a moral
amalgam for the highest Arab virtue and is not and should not be restricted to
gender, which seems a rather modern misuse and misunderstanding. Al-Dhahabi
(d. 748 AH/1348 CE) relates a brief biography of one female hadith scholar, Zaynab
bt. Abi Ahmad ‘Abd al-Wahid (d. 740 AH/1339 CE), who had an ijaza (certificate)
to narrate hadith (rawat bi-I-ijaza); her brother describes her in a eulogy as dayy-
ina, khayyira, dhat murii’a wa-sa ‘at khuluq (religious, generous, has murii’a and
forbearance).”” Another is a certain Khadija, the daughter of the judge of Mecca
Shihab al-Din b. Ahmad, who is described as dhat murti’a wa-khayr wa-hishma
(possessing murii’a, generosity, and modesty)."® Murid'a, then, is used to con-
vey a quality that paints a fully human picture of the ideal behavior of the entity
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described regardless of gender; in other words, etymologically, it is derived from
the essence of the “human” or expressing “humanity” in its fullest. Litterateur Ibn
Janah further explains in his al-Adab wa-I-murii a:
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Know that Arabs may designate for one thing many names, and name one thing

many names; if you are able to mention something, mention it with the best name it
has, for this is indeed muri’a, and a human being is made by their mura’a.”

Ibn Janah then defines mura’a:
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Muri’a is avoiding that which blemishes one and achieving and endeavoring to that
which enhances one. There is no murii’a for one who has no adab, and there is no
adab without ‘agl (reason), and there is no ‘agl for one who deems that s/he is self-
satisfied with their own ‘agl (reason) and thinks s/he can do without others.’

He maintains that adab and murii’a are the culminating totalization of ethics
(jima “ al-akhlaq) and the ultimate goal of virtues (muntaha al-fada 'il).*' Ibn Janah
argues that murii’a and adab are dependent on each other and that one cannot
exist without the other. He then argues that adab and ‘agl are also commensurate
and mutually dependent, thereby arguing that murti’a and ‘aql are also reliant on
each other via adab.

He then begins with a via negativa introduction to his discussion on mura’a.
The early pages discuss hypocrites and double-faced people (dhii al-wajhayn) with-
out mentioning explicitly that they are devoid of murt’a, though it is understood
that they are exhibiting anti-murta’a behavior and traits.** He then talks about dis-
affection and alienating people (al-sudiid), or antisocial behavior, as another anti-
murd’a trait.” In both negative examples, Ibn Janah supports his discussion with
poetry. Furthermore, as is expected, he discusses humgq (senselessness/foolish-
ness) as another anti-murii’a trait that affects not only the person in question but
the people around them. He mentions that the company of a senseless person will
inevitably be harmful, and even if some benefit appears in it, the harm outweighs
the benefit.* He argues, in poetical verse, that foolishness is a trait that cannot be
cured; it is an affliction: “[a] person gets a headache, and then it goes away / but
idiocy has no cure”* Ibn Janah then tells us, aptly, of the effects of caprices and
vagaries (al-hawa) on human beings and the virtue of reason (fadl al- ‘agl). On this
particular topic, he does not offer an absolute opinion since he acknowledges that
people are different. He maintains that sometimes they are left to their desires so
they are blinded by them, while some actually begin to see; he advises moderation
and self-control.*® In this respect Ibn Janah highlights the role of resolve and will
as part of mura’a. Another anti-mura’a trait is what Ibn Janah calls “transparent
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faces” (al-wujith al-shaffafa), which he describes as those who smile to your face
when they need something but grimace when denied their requests.?’

To be well prepared contributes to one’s mura’a. Ibn Janah here advises being
well prepared for anything given its own magnitude and nature; he likens the
example of fighting someone who is outside one’s league to one who goes out to
kill themself. He advises that using acumen in testing one’s own strength and the
adversary’s strength (or in any other situation) would allow the individual to mea-
sure the preparedness needed.? It may be argued that his inclusion of this trait and
behavior is part of one’s self-respect, social image, and standing in one’s community
as well, which, if threatened, dehumanizes the subject; this is why Ibn Janah ties
it to one’s humanity. In the same vein, he discusses that reproachment ( itab) can
be detrimental to one’s self-respect (da ‘awtahum ila ihanatik) if sought in those
whom one should not reproach.”” Ibn Janah implies that understanding shared
emotional intimacy with people is key here. He maintains that overestimating this
intimacy with people who do not feel the same way about us is a dehumanizing act
because it will lead us to ask from them emotionally, through reproachment, hence
implying a closer emotional proximity than what is true, and that which they are
not/cannot be giving or do not consider giving. All the measurements required
of the individual toward their mura’a entail balancing various difficult emotional
and intellectual tools that can be at times paradoxical. For instance, murd’a pre-
supposes and indeed encourages hospitality, both material and emotional, since it
shuns disaffection and alienating others but at the same time encourages restraints
in demanding emotionally from others that which they cannot give. It can be
argued therefore that to possess murti'a and cultivate it, one is also cultivating and
simultaneously possessing acumen, perception, and critique. It is impossible to
assess the intricacies of these social nuances without the tools it demands cultivat-
ing and that are fostered gradually.

Ibn Janah further argues that one is unable to truly know their friends with-
out experiencing travel together. In this section, the discussion on the rights of
friends (hugqiiq al-ikhwan) centers on discourse and the etiquette of exchange.”
This explains why Ibn Janah highlights the role of travel as a factor that allows
frank speech to take place. In travel, the novelty, ambiguity, and even sometimes
indescribable events and culture shock (a) propel one to express one’s experience
of what they are going through frankly and engage with their friend(s) and allow
differences and learn from each other; and (b) allow travel to be the test of this
friendship should one need assistance in case of illness, theft, and so on. In both
cases, there are tests of true character beyond the pleasantries and niceties that
are required by social decorum in more comfortable settings. In a further sec-
tion, Ibn Janah discusses the traits of friends and enemies. He presses his read-
ers to uphold the trait of ingaf (critical justice) with themselves at all times and
with their enemies (for more on insdf, see chapter 4). Similarly, Ibn al-Marzuban
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repeatedly cites insaf and ihsan as the two supreme and umbrella virtues under
which everything else is subsumed. He relates an anecdote that ‘Al b. Abi Talib
passed by a group of people and asked them what they were doing. They answered
that they were discussing and studying mura’a (kunna natadhakar al-muri’a).
He replied, “Aren’t the words of God in the Qur'an enough for you? [referring
to Q.16:90, ‘God commands justice, doing good, and generosity,” or inna Allah
ya 'mur bi-l-‘adl wa-l-ihsan] ‘Adl (justice) is insdf, and ihsan (doing good) is
tafaddul (bounteousness)—what is left after this?”** ‘Ali b. Abi Talib’s definition
is inspired by the Prophetic hadith. It is reported that the Prophet asked a man
from Thagqif, “What is murt’a for your people?” The man said, “Prophet of God,
[it is] al-insaf (justice) and islah (reform)” The Prophet replied, “And it is the same
for us” (wa-hiya kadhalika fina).*

The virtue of mur@’a (humanity) encourages the ethical subject to cultivate
diplomacy and discernment in handling one’s affairs rather than the use of bru-
tal (verbal/physical) force and social violence in combating one’s enemies. Ibn
al-Marzuban lists one of the many views on murti'a as gentleness with friends
and complimenting them while subduing one’s enmity to others with self-restraint
(al-tadhallul li-1-ahbab bi-1-tamalluq wa-mudarat al-a ‘da’ bi-I-taraffuq).** In both
books on murii’a, there is a discouragement to openly face one’s enemies with
force or to engage in retaliation. It would appear that should one attempt to defend
themselves, they are encouraged to pursue adabized modes of self-defense rather
than forgoing decorum, which is discouraged in this discourse.

Ibn Janah furthers his discussion by including hospitality, but he does not state
the obvious by mentioning that murii’a necessitates the virtue of hospitality; it
is a given. He fine-tunes the virtue of hospitality by emphasizing to the reader
that if one is hosting guests, one should make sure the people preparing the food
are professional and hygienic and one should not shy away from drawing their
attention to their mistakes or reproaching them if they err. The reason for this,
he maintains, is that guests will attribute the blunder(s) to the host, not the help-
ers.” This extends to having clean water and clean garments and cloths and proper
comportment. Ibn Janah maintains that only fools (al-hamgqa), whether men or
women, will allow themselves to be seen in dirty clothes and it is indicative of
their mindlessness (balada).*® Ibn Janah’s book is concerned with adab as ethics
and comportment and technologies of the self, as well as adab as a corpus of texts
among others, as he discusses poetry and wisdom in support of his view on the
praxis of murai’a. In this respect, the concomitance of the behavioral and textual
parts of adab that are recognized in Ibn Janah, as well as in Ibn al-Muqaffa®, could
be considered foundational to the ethical refinement of what Joseph Sadan dis-
cusses as al-adib al-zarif (the refined litterateur).” Contextualizing Abu al-Tayyib
Muhammad b. Ishaq al-Washsha’ (d. 325 AH/937 CE) against this background
may present a diachronic development of this conception.
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Although al-Muwashsha (al-Zarf wa-l-zurafa’) is mainly known for its discus-
sion on refinement, refinement is discussed within the context of adab and muru’a.
Al-Washsha’, student of al-Mubarrad (d. 286 AH/899 CE) and Tha‘lab (d. 291
AH/904 CE), maintains that mura’a is the foundation of literatis and the appa-
ratus of the rational ones ( ‘imad al-udaba’ wa- ‘itad al- ‘uqala’). Like Ibn Janah
and other aforementioned scholars, al-Washsha’ avers that adab needs mura’a but
murd’a does not need adab (al-adab yahtaj ma ‘ahu ila al-murii’a wa-lI-murii’a la
yahtaj ma ‘ahd ila al-adab).*® In this respect, he sees mura’a as the guiding prin-
ciple of adab. In al-Muwashsha’s discussion of the characteristics of the refined
(zurafa’), al-Washsha’ delineates the four main elements of zarf (character refine-
ment): al-fasaha (articulateness), al-balagha (eloquence), al- ‘iffa (purity/virtue),
and al-nazaha (integrity).” The category of the zarif (the refined), as al-Washsha’
tells us, is concomitant with adab. James E. Montgomery reads this as “an intensifi-
cation of certain features, intellectual, literary, social, and personal, that are held to
characterize [the adib]”* In addition to “elegance;” “refinement,” and “man of the
world,” Montgomery also uses the famous archetype of the “dandy,” reminiscent
of European—especially British and French—Romanticism, and “refined people,”
as another comparative category for zurafa . Perhaps “refined” is more useful than
the “dandy” in this comparison, given that the historical European eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century dandies and their female counterparts were more often than
not regarded as a “curiosity” by more conservative members of society. While they
may share several traits with the zurafa’, like meticulous grooming, fashionable
style, and trendsetting, wit, social grace, and influence, dandies of both genders
were also often regarded as flirting with gender norms and what they perceive as
outdated social conventions. Female dandy-like novelist George Sand (1804-76)
was known to wear tailored male clothing and smoke cigars to challenge gender
norms—imitating the male dandies in their own pushing of social norms through
style. In this respect, dandies may have invited some curiosity at best or criticism
at worst. This is not to discredit some similarities with the zurdfa’, but “dandyism”
was not always regarded in a positive light, especially as it may have attracted cri-
tique of excesses; hardly comparable to the category of the zarif and its investment
in ethical and aesthetic refinement as explained by al-Washsha’. He defines al-zarf
within the parameters of adab and murta as follows:
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The intelligent adabized person and the refined person who conducts themself in the
ethics of adibs, and is adorned with the embellishments of the refined, must know
finesse, the laws of humanity/muri’a, and the limits of adab before attacking what
s/he does not know, and before undertaking what s/he does not understand. There
is no adab for one who has no humanity/murii’a, and no humanity/muri’a for one
who has no zarf, and no zarf for one who has no adab."
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The concept of zarf, as is obvious from the above, is therefore one of three
parts: the other two being murt’a and adab. It should be noted that the archetype
of the zarif is also gender neutral; al-Washsha’ relates many interesting anecdotes
about refined women zurafa’ who perfected their adab and subsequently their
zarf. The zarif archetype is one who possesses adab but also humanity and, while
these may seem abstract, the other dimension of zarf also has an aesthetic dimen-
sion of keeping up one’s appearance and comportment and maintaining impecca-
ble grooming and hygiene. One may argue then that the evolution of the concept
of murd’a is in itself a development of conceptualizing and understanding the
“ideal human” across time diachronically. The pre-Islamic ideal human, who had
many virtues but also waged vendetta and blood feuds (as part of muri’a), is not
the same ideal human of later times who gradually abandoned this practice but
maintained muri’a and developed it through other practices. The link between
cultivating humanity and its relationship to the evolving civilizational concepts of
adab and zarf is therefore fruitful to understand as diachronic.

Of interest to our discussion on adab is Ibn Janah’s section engaging al- ‘aql
wa-l-adab. As he previously outlined foolishness/senselessness (humgq) and
moral baseness (Iu 'm), he says that the foolish person, like the morally base, does
not know their friend from their enemy or what is good for them. They also do not
accept any advice or guidance.”” In this respect, Ibn Janah decidedly high-
lights the role of reason (‘aql) as a factor in moral perfection, ideal behav-
ior, and, accordingly, adab. Ibn Janah uses several analogies to highlight this
particular relationship. He says that ‘agl is a prince (amir) and adab a vizier:
without a vizier the prince weakens, and if there is no prince, no vizier is
needed. He then highlights the relationship by saying that ‘agl and adab are like
the sword (al-sayf) and its sharpener (al-sayqal); when the sharpener takes the
sword, it adds to it (idha a ‘ta al-sayf akhadhahu); the sword becomes beauti-
ful (fa-saqalahu fa-‘ada jamalan) and reliable (‘adadan li-yu ‘tamad ‘alayhi
wa-yultaja’ ilayhi).** Ibn Janah then elaborates that should adab find a rational
faculty/reason like the sharpener finding the sword, it then becomes stronger
and beneficial. He then tells of two people who undergo adab (education/refine-
ment) together (yata’ addaban bi-adab wahid): one of them becomes better than
the other (anfadh) because of the aptitude of reason (qudrat al- ‘aql).* Ibn Janal’s
book is concerned with adab as ethics and comportment of oneself and among
others. In this respect, this part of adab could be considered as foundational to
the ethical refinement al-Washsha’ speaks about.”” Contextualizing al-Washsha’
against this background of Ibn Janah, al-Jahiz’s teacher, may offer us a diachronic
development of this conception.

Ibn Janah then cautions that there are threats to this ethical construct such
as lying (kadhib), as it deprives one of their sense of modesty and makes them
shameless. Expectedly, the presence of ignorance/bigotry (jahl) is one of the
nullifiers (nawagqid) of adab. Ibn Janah’s predecessor Ibn al-Muqaffa® (d. 142
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AH/759 CE) worked within the same frame of adab and its ethical structure. For
Ibn al-Mugaffa’, “the mind has its dispositions and characteristics with which
it receives adab, and with adab the mind is improved and enhanced”* Ibn
al-Mugqaffa“ discusses this within the arc of what he calls living “the good life in
the here and hereafter,” which he maintains is a common goal among people.*’
Living the good life in the here and hereafter, Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘ avers, cannot be
achieved without a sound mind and critical reflection with resolve and will; these
he maintains cannot be acquired without adab. The path to this universal goal
therefore is concomitant with ethical refinement; it is both an oral and written
textual corpus and actions (see chapter 2).

Ibn Janah is not the only author to write on muri’a. Another well-known
work is Ibn al-Marzuban’s (d. 309 AH/921 CE) al-Murii'a. Unlike Ibn Janah’s text,
which is devoted to his reflections and thoughts on the topic, Ibn al-Marzuban’s
is a collection of epigrams from various poets, scholars, and notables. It does not
represent his own thought but rather a collection of views on murt’a. To this end,
references to Ibn al-Marzuban will be made as they intersect with others here as
necessary. Another successor to both authors, Ibn Hibban (d. 354 AH/965 CE), in
his Rawdat al- ‘uqala’ wa-nuzhat al-fudala’, devotes a chapter to discussing the
encouraging (al-hathth) of the virtue of murii’a, and he makes quite an admirable
grammatical move by relating mura’a in the plural as murii ‘at, acknowledging
the richness of the definition. He maintains that one cannot say that mura’a is one
thing but rather many things and he lists numerous aforementioned virtues (gen-
erosity in money and spirit; justice qua insaf and defending the weak; veracity and
earnestness; decency; gratitude; fortitude in the face of afflictions; resourcefulness;
refinement in clothes, perfume, and comportment; holding charming conversa-
tions; wealth and offspring). He concludes by saying that to him muri’a comprises
two traits: avoiding what displeases God and Muslims in actions, and sticking to
what pleases God and Muslims in behavior. He explains this as a byproduct of
reason (‘aql) and adduces as proof a hadith relating that the Prophet said one’s
humanity (muri’a) is their reason ( ‘agl).”® In another chapter, Ibn Hibban encour-
ages the learning of adab and the tools of eloquence (ta ‘allum al-adab wa-luziim
al-fasaha). He begins by relating the famous analogy in the hadith that some speech
and eloquence are akin to sorcery in their ability to exert influence and power
over people (inna min al-bayan la-sihran). He further relates poetry by al-Bassami
(d. 302 AH/914 CE) in support of his own legitimization of adab.
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It is not with money that someone with power will exert their influence
But the influential is one who dominates with adab
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The status of one who dominates with money
Will not last in gathering wealth
If their wealth decreased one day
They will face humiliation and stagnation®

The word used to describe one of the fruits of adab here is su dud, which can
be thought of as social capital, influence, power, and status; it may also point to
official sovereignty or leadership. In this respect, Ibn Hibban relates adab to the
social sphere and to power, to social capital, and ultimately polity. It is no longer
a private affair that one should cultivate but one that may have ramifications on
society and the polity. Ibn Hibban then avers that eloquence is the best garment
the reasonable person ( ‘Gqil) should wear and that adab is one’s friend wherever
one goes; it is a companion when there are none, a decoration in gatherings, an
increase in reason, and a proof of one’s humanity (dalil ‘ala al-murii’a).”® The link-
ing of the triptych—adab, murt’a, and ‘agql—appears to be one that cannot be
separated in these intellectual efforts to both explain adab in terms of its virtue
clusters and simultaneously argue for the legitimization of adab from the point
of view of the sociopolitical. Ibn Hibban’s understanding also advances how adab
influences social relationships and how it can in itself become a resource, an asset,
that can be factored in the development of human capital and hence society and
the polity.

In his al- Iqd al-farid, Cordoba-based Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih (d. 328 AH/940 CE)
includes a brief discussion on mur@i’a and on the merits of learning and adab
(kitab al-yaquta fi al- ‘ilm wa-I-adab). He argues that education and adab are the
poles (qutban) that life and religion orbit and they are what differentiate human
beings from beasts. He maintains they are the substance of reason, the fire of the
body (siraj al-badan), the light of the heart (niir al-qalb), and the foundation of
the soul (‘imad al-rith). Ibn “Abd Rabbih argues that some things are the founda-
tions of others and intergenerative of each other (mutawallidan min ba'd). He
argues that deliberation (rawiyyat al-fikr) is the thrust for will (al-irdda) and that
will in itself controls the drives of work (asbab al- ‘amal).”® However, instead of
including the discussion on murii’a under the general volume on adab and edu-
cation, he includes it under the section (bab) of su’dud (power/influence); this
makes for a peculiar choice worthy of discussion. He includes a brief discussion
on muri’a as a subtopic of power and governance (su ‘dud). He begins this section
by discussing governance and power among people, then he aptly concludes by
discussing an individual’s self-governance and autonomy or technologies of the
self (sawdad al-rajul bi-nafsihi).>* Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih appears to suggest, through
the anecdotes related under this idea, that it is through the exercising of certain
traits that an individual is capable of disciplining or mastering the self, thereby
harnessing power and autonomy over it. Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih immediately follows
this with a discussion on mura’a where he charts its definitions and multiple
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traits. He begins with a hadith, “[There is] no religion without humanity” (la din
illa bi-murti’a), and he then relates various anecdotes and maxims pointing to
the cluster virtues of murai’a (generosity, decency, being an amiable companion,
reading the Quran, frequenting the mosque, and purity). Honest living and work
(islah al-ma ‘isha) are obviously considered part of what constitutes one’s mura’a
qua humanity.”® The rest of the virtues related by Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih can be easily
clustered under those related here since they fall under one or the other.*

Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih’s rationale can be explained by a similar choice made by
his predecessor Ibn Qutayba (d. 276 AH/889 CE) in his ‘Uyin al-akhbar. Ibn
Qutayba’s book has several subsections. He begins the first part with the Book
of the Sultan (kitab al-sultan), then the Book of War (kitab al-harb), and then
the Book of Governance and Power (kitab al-su dud). Subsumed under the latter
are many subsections on the quiddity of governance, its sources, power, and influ-
ence through wealth, trade, religion, will, arrogance, praise, modesty, reason,
forbearance and anger, opulence, humiliation and charisma, and then mura’a
to be followed by attire, jewelry (rings), perfumes, salons and conversations, the
boorish (al-thuqala’), houses and buildings, jesting and its limits, moderation in
things, and the actions of notables and noble people. It appears that this section on
su dud, evoking conceptions of governance and power, does not only point to the
nature of power associated with office and governance as such but to social capi-
tal. Judging by Ibn Qutayba’s subsections and their topics of discussion and the
sources of su ‘dud from wealth to modesty, reason, perfumes, attire, and mura’a;
su dud points to social capital akin to what we may describe as civility, decorum,
and influence. A break in decorum is a break in su 'dud, which amalgamates the
concept with civility rather than just influence—because some people with influ-
ence and power may indeed break social decorum, slowly putting their social capi-
tal in deficit. It may be argued that the relationship between adab and su ‘dud is an
expected sociopolitical development with the evolution of the nature of polity in
the Arab-Islamic empire.

In this respect, su 'dud points to self-respect through the practice of certain
technologies of the self that garner social esteem, respect, and admiration; it is
a marker of civility and politesse. In his short chapter on mura a, under civility,
Ibn Qutayba relates various anecdotes and epigrams that reiterate most ideas and
definitions found in Ibn Janah before him and those succeeding him. A thought-
provoking delineation of murt’a in Ibn Qutayba’s work is his relating of a dictum
by ‘Umar b. al-Khattab (d. 23 AH/644 CE) that “learning Arabic increases one’s
murt@’a” ‘Umar b. al-Khattab is a speaker of Arabic as are most of the people he
is addressing. His urging his addressees to learn Arabic cannot be understood on
the level of language, grammar, mechanics, and basic understanding but whereby
one is able to discern the nuances of language and words and their multiple mean-
ings. ‘Umar’s argument that mastering the language and its intricacies increasing
one’s muril’a goes beyond the obvious fact that language differentiates humans
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from nonhuman species but also allows the individual better understanding of
others and a better expression of their self, which in turn increases their social
capital (su’dud) and contributes to social adab among members of one’s society.
‘Umar also differentiates between evident murii’a and unseen mura’a, as he says
that the seen murti’a is clean attire (al-thiyab al-tahira), which indicates that one is
observing social decorum. Similarly, al-Asma‘1 relates that three behaviors should
be judged as possessing murii’a: someone you saw riding (rajul ra ‘aytahu rakiban),
or heard using proper grammar (ya rib), or smelled a pleasant whift of (shamamta
minhu ra’iha tayyiba). Conversely, al-Asma ‘1 says there are three you should judge
as lowly (tahkum ‘alayhim bi-l-dand a): someone reeking of wine in a gather-
ing, someone you heard speaking Persian in Arabic-speaking lands (yatakallam
fi migr ‘arabiyya bi-l-farisiyya), or someone fighting their destiny on the curb-
side (‘ala zahr al-tariq yunazi‘ al-qadar).> In both ‘Umar b. al-Khattab’s and
al-Asma Ts views of muri’a, language use is a marker of civility and self-respect.
To speak proper Arabic is indicative of self-respect and one’s humanity altogether.
Al-Asma'Ts association of lowliness or anti-civility with speaking Persian in
Arabic-speaking lands can also be read within the framework of the components
of murd’a. It has already been established that will and resolve and discernment
are all components of murt’'a qua humanity. Al-Asma‘Ts lack of forgiveness for
someone speaking Persian in an Arabic-speaking land draws attention to the lack
of effort exerted on the person’s part if s/he lives in an Arabic-speaking land but
makes no effort to communicate in the people’s language. While it is easy to read
this as part of shu nbiyya propaganda, especially as there are several examples of
hostility toward the Persian language as a marker of low mura’a and anti-murii’a
such as in Ibn al-Marzuban’s selections, it is more conducive to our discussion to
look at this from the requirements of mura’a/humanity and civility in a social
setting as speaking clearly with people in their language or a language that most
would understand. This is especially corroborated by Ibn Qutayba’s sharing in this
section Maslama b. ‘Abd al-MaliK’s statement that “mura’a is influence and social
capital (al-riydasa) and eloquence (al-fasaha)”*

ANTI-ADAB

In most discussions on adab as a cultivated virtue that is concomitant with and
substantiating one’s expression of humanity (murai’a), the lack of adab does not
cease at an accusation of lack of reason or lack of muri’a; it often goes far and
beyond to likening the person involved to a beast (al-dabba). Ibn Hibban, under
adab, uses the image of one who seeks to learn hadith but does not have the
tools of grammar as a beast carrying empty sacks (al-dabba ‘alayha al-mikhlah
laysa fiha shay’).”” The devolving into the nonhuman status here does not only
pertain to one’s adab as learning and praxis, as decorum also receives the same
treatment. In one of the more injurious lines between Jarir (d. 110 AH/728 CE)
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and al-Farazdaq (d. 110 AH/728 CE), Jarir lampoons the latter based on an anec-
dote that he harassed the women wherever he stayed as a guest and often left
in shame.
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Was al-Farazdaq but an ape?
Struck by thunderstorms, he regressed [became an ape again]!

When you stay at people’s homes
You departed with humiliation and left a disgrace®®

Jarir tells us that al-Farazdaq was never a human being to begin with, hence
the use of the word istadara (to return/regress) to indicate that he returned to his
previous form and that his semblance of humanity was perhaps never real; a simu-
lacrum. The “thunder;” functioning as a natural phenomenon but also a reference
to his scandal, becomes a factor in the uncovering of his failure at maintaining
his human status as the invective lines argue because it acted as the catalyst of his
regress. Questioning al-Farazdaq’s humanity here is predicated on the breaking of
basic murti’a and adab values with regard to his behavior toward said women as
the second line insinuates. Similarly, Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih uses the beast analogy to
signify a lack of adab when he says that if an adult has no education or adab, it is as
if they have no reason ( ‘aql), and if a child did not receive adab and was occupied
with a book, the child becomes the most stupid of brutes (ka-ablah al-baha 'im)
and the most stray of beasts.”® In the discourse on murt’a, excessive mizah (jest-
ing) is often pitted against mura’a and hence adab. It may very well be regarded
as anti-adab. This should not be understood in the sense that it is opposed to adab
but that it derives its tools from the lack of adab.®

While the previous examples may offer an enhanced view into the dichoto-
mies of beast/human and anti-adab/adab, they also allow for a cursory inter-
pretation since they mostly point to the pedagogical, with the exception of Jarir
and al-Farazdaq. In his Tahdhib al-akhlag, philosopher and historian Miskawayh
(d. 421 AH/1030 CE) has a noteworthy discussion on adab within the section on
the hierarchy of animals (maratib al-hayawan). He maintains that

animals like to partner up, reproduce, and raise offspring through acts of caring,
feeding as one would normally witness in mammals and birds to varying degrees,
until they reach a status almost similar to that of humans’ horizons (hatta yaqrub
min ufuq al-insan). It is then that the animal accepts ta 'dib and with accepting adab
it possesses a virtue (fadila) that sets it apart from other animals. This virtue increas-
es in animals until it honors its possessor like horses (al-faras) and hunting hawks
(al-bazi al-mu ‘allam) until they gradually reach the animal that mimics humans
on their own and imitates their ways without education or training like monkeys and
their class; they are intelligent enough to acquire adab through mimicry of humans
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only and this is the ultimate teleology of animals” horizons, which, if they passed and
crossed, they would depart their animal horizon and move into human horizon that
accepts reason, exceptionality, speech, faculties, and so on. If they reach this stage,
they would venture into knowledge and thirst for mastering disciplines ( ‘uliim),
and they would discover their power, habitus, and gifts given from God (quwan,
malakat, mawahib) that would allow them to further ascend.®!

Indeed, Miskawayh’s reconfigurations can be traced further and reconsidered
with other philosophers and scholars, such as by the subsequent Ibn Tufayl in
Hayy b. Yaqzan (see chapter 3). The feral child, animal-like at the beginning,
without language, without adab, was able, on his own, in this allegorical narrative,
to reach the status of what Miskawayh also identifies as the ideal or perfect
human (al-insan al-kamil) and gain knowledge about the universe, creation and
creatures, and achieve his maximum potential (ghdayat ufuqihi). The “power,
habitus, and gifts given from God” Miskawayh discusses can be thought of
within nonmaterial spiritual parameters as divine providence and inspirations
(al-fayd al-ilahi).®* This divine providence (the gifts) is materially observed in the
knowledge and learning Hayy possesses and produces through his interaction
with others.

MURU’'A AND MODERNITY

Egyptian scholar Rifa‘a al-Tahtawi (1801-73) discusses murt’a in the context of
virtues necessary for what he describes as the driving force behind them that are
indicative of modernity and urbanity. Al-Tahtawi views these virtues as revealing
of the flourishing of society and state (al-mandfi ‘ wa-bayan mawaddaha al-asliyya
wa-annaha dalla ‘ala al-tamaddun wa-I- ‘umran) in his Manahij al-albab
al-misriyya fi mabahij al-adab al- ‘asriyya. As evident from the title of the book,
al-Tahtawi juxtaposes al-ddab qua praxis and ethics with the “modernized,” to
highlight the compatibility of ideas and values in the institution of adab with the
institution of modernity in the nineteenth century; he also approaches the topic
from a practical and figh-inspired angle in what he terms as manfa ‘a (benefit). An
important feat exemplary of reformist thought during the time, al-TahtawTs book
delineates the salient role of education to all in progress. He does not see educa-
tion’s role in progress as a theoretical abstraction materialized in the reformed
curricula; al-Tahtawi speaks about public morals within the context of social and
moral reform as indicative of progress itself. It appears that the discussion on vir-
tues has a private and public aspect, or at least al-Tahtawi deemed it necessary to
examine both. Al-Tahtawi begins his book with the discussion on public morals
before the discussion on private morals. In this respect, it could be argued that
he views the public and social expression of adab as inseparable from the pri-
vate expression of morality, where the former is indicative of progress but also
justice. This explains al-Tahtawi’s emphasis on the need to fight corruption. This
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is because the relationship between public and private morals can be viewed as
a feedback loop of a society’s ethical reward and punishment systems; it is self-
regulatory. A corrupt society, such as in al-TahtawTs discussion, is not punishing
negative moral output and may even be unwittingly rewarding it. This response
to negative moral output gradually overturns and punishes the expression of posi-
tive moral output. Therefore, in al-Tahtawi’s example, it could be extrapolated that
while the ethical subject may possess murti’a and adab privately, if the ethical
subject is unable to exercise their virtues publicly or if these virtues are not socially
promoted or rewarded because of policies promoting corruption instead, then the
ethical subject will ultimately be alienated or ostracized at best or compelled to
adopt the corrupt system’s moral equilibrium point at worst unless they escape
the corrupt moral order. In this regard, as al-Tahtawi intimates, negative public
morals are symptomatic of corruption and a system that rewards anti-mura’a;
the lack of murt’a is seen as antithetical to progress and ultimately the project of
modernity, as al-Tahtawi maintains.

Al-Tahtawi calls mura’a hilyat al-nufiis wa-zinat al-himam (the crown jewel of
the self and the embellishment of the will), and he defines it as the acquiescence
of the self to its best of states (mujarat al-nafs ‘ald afdal ahwaliha).® While most
aforementioned scholars conjoined ‘aql and muri’a as concomitant and some-
times morally synonymous, al-Tahtawi presents a welcome advance; he argues
that reason ( ‘aql) pushes one to do the most useful (ya ‘muruka bi-l-anfa ‘), while
murd’a pushes one to do the most virtuous and noble (ta ‘muruka bi-l-arfa).**
Indeed, the absence of a humanizing virtue to reason can leave it unchecked, cold,
and even dangerous; adab and mura’a can be thought of as humanizers of reason.
It is unsurprising that Jalal al-Din al-Rami (or Rumi) also argues, in the context
of his theodicy and explaining Satan’s refusal to bow before Adam (hence an
intimation on the nature of evil as such), that Satan viewed Adam with one eye
only, that of knowledge and cold reason; he is missing the other eye, according
to Rumi, that of love.® Al-Tahtawi further explains that very few people choose
mura’a because it is a difficult choice (thigal takallufiha), and only those who
can overcome challenges and difficulties, because of their desire for honor, are
able to pursue it; this is why, al-Tahtawi reasons, that the leader of people is the
one most engaged in laborious pursuits (literally, “most distressed”) (sayyid al-
qawm ashgahum).®® Al-Tahtawi then corroborates his reasoning with a line from
al-Mutanabbi (d. 354 AH/965 CE): “Were it not for hardship, everyone would be
sovereign”®’ Following this reasoning, al-Tahtawi, perhaps unintentionally, pro-
vides an expounding commentary on both Ibn Hibban and Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih, who
argued that one of the fruits of adab is su 'dud. While it would not be erroneous
to understand their reasoning as one that has tenor in the corridors of power and
upward social mobility, al-TahtawTs dissection of power from adab qua mura’a
explains the cause and not the effect that may or may not happen, according to Ibn
Hibban and Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih. Al-Tahtawi, similar to his predecessor al-Washsha’,
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maintains that the very pursuit of mura’a (qua adab as praxis) is a challenging
activity, and should the ethical subject find courage in themselves to overcome
difficulties (istishal al-sa ‘b) in holding on to mura’a, it is because of their will
(‘uluww al-himma) and integrity (sharaf al-nafs).®® Will, he argues, is a propel-
lant for self-improvement and progress (al-taqaddum) and a call for specialization
and professionalism (al-takhassus). The vocabulary of the modernization project
can be seen at work here. While the honor of the self and its integrity is its own
adabization, its agreement is to accept adab and refinement (al-ta 'dib wa-taqgwim
al-tahdhib). If the self had integrity (sharufat al-nafs), it would seek adab (kanat
li--adab taliba) and virtues (wa-I-fada il raghiba).® The adabized subject becomes
a candidate for su 'dud because of ethical and aesthetic self-forming through adab
and the qualities this self-formation cultivated: courage, will, integrity, and justice,
that is, the praxis of adab. In this respect, it may very well be argued that adab
was a cultural capital indicating more than the quantifiable sum of an individuals
education or literary pursuits but also a qualitative measure of character traits.
And while adab as praxis or text may often be thought of as belonging to the pri-
vate pursuits of individuals, it is evident as a public convention and a normative
decorum from premodern and early modern scholars, who viewed adab as fun-
damental in the social and the polity and the adabized subject as essential for a
functioning society and the promoting of civic or public cooperation.

Al-Tahtawi argues that virtues are necessary for the progress of society and the
individual and are often stretched between excess (ifraf) and lack (tafrif) and that
true justice lies in the mean between the two limits. He further adds that these
virtues need cultivating and are not inherent (ta ‘yin mahall ta ‘allum al-fada’il)
in order that the ethical subject does not conflate their opposites or anti-virtues
(tashtabih bi-addadiha).”® It is implicit in this line of reasoning that the cultivation
of virtues, genealogically, is left to adab and the adabization of the subject as per
the Arab-Islamic tradition and history. Al-Tahtawi maintains that without adab
and education people can use anti-adab tools for alternative technologies of the
self to squirm through life.

It is related that Taha Hussein (d. 1973) asked Ahmad Amin (d. 1954) to con-
ceive of an intellectual blueprint for a school of mura’a where there is a special-
ization, curriculum, and people can learn murti’a. Amin writes about this in an
essay in his Fayd al-khatir, where, in exclamatory tones, he respectfully acknowl-
edges Hussein’s good intentions and relays that, according to the latter, if such a
school existed it would produce people who are above all the trivialities and tran-
scend all imperfections (rijalan yartafi ‘un ‘an al-saghd’ir . . . wa-yantahizin ‘an
al-naqa’id).”* But simultaneously after to-ing and fro-ing with the term-concept
murt’a and its history and diverse definitions, Amin concurs that it is an impos-
sible task, exclaiming, “How does one teach people murt’a?” However, he acqui-
esces that if he learned something new, he would modify the curriculum in the
ministry of education. Hussein is correct in conceiving of murii’a, like al-Tahtawi
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and their premodern predecessors, as something that needs to be taught. The rift
between adab and mura’a as a way of life and its modern conceptions during Hus-
sein’s time is not a local or Egyptian phenomenon of modernity. It is part of a shift
in the way fields of knowledge were regarded in modernity and the purposes they
serve. Friedrich Nietzsche observes this shift and “laments the situation of phi-
losophy in his day, which has been reduced to a study of its philological, historical,
and cultural aspects rather than as a way of life that has practical implications””>
Egypt, and most colonized Arab states, were, as Brockelmann maintains, “aligned
with European culture” at the time. In this respect, the globally modern percep-
tible rift between knowledge production and fields of study can be practically
observed when adab became literature.”” Hussein’s vision of a school of muri’a is
a possible insight into the status of the discursive formation of the subject and the
role of the Arab-Islamic discursive tradition at the time or lack thereof.

The idea of taught murt’a, whether communicated directly or intuited by the
subject, was commented upon. Ibn al-Marzuban relates an anecdote by Fadl b.
Dalham that “they were taught mura’a in the army of Hisham b. ‘Abd al-Malik like
one would be taught the Qurian!” (kunna nata ‘allam al-murii’a fi ‘askar Hisham
b. ‘Abd al-Malik kama yata ‘allam al-insan al-qur an).”* The reference here is to
the reign of the tenth Umayyad caliph (r. 105-25 AH/724-43 CE), whose armies
fought at five frontiers at once: the Caucasus, Central Asia, Sind, North Africa, and
Byzantium.” It thus appears that this conceptual institution of mura’a qua a cul-
mination of humanity that has been inherited from pre-Islamic virtue-ethics saw
its evolution as well during the Umayyad period as the anecdote informs us. It is
difficult to ascertain what Fadl b. Dalham exactly meant in this military education
context, whether a definition of muri’a as courage and perseverance in battle, or
mur@’a as a culmination of all virtues through adab and a certain education,
or both. The analogy used here, “like one would be taught the Qurian,” implies
not only seriousness and commitment but the fundamental importance and
authority of this institution of mura’a and adab, whether as militaristic resolve in
battle, or edification and adab. And it has been recognized as an important virtue-
ethic for the ethical subject, whether they self-identity as literati or as soldiers and
officers engaged in the armies of the empire. It thus appears to have developed
and evolved even before the famous Abbasid so-called cosmopolitanism, avant la
lettre, and the translatio studi et imperii.

Algerian Tunisian Muhammad al-Khidr Hussein (d. 1958), the grand mufti
of al-Azhar (1952-54), was actively invested in issues of reform, like al-Tahtawt,
as well as issues pertaining to the Arabic language and philology. In his collected
works, Rasa il al-islah (Letters of Reform), which cater to his project on reform, he
has an article on mura’a previously published in Majallat al-hidaya al-islamiyya
(The Magazine of Islamic Guidance), which he founded. Like the aforementioned
Taha Hussein’s request to Amin on murii’a and adab, Muhammad Hussein’s article
speaks about what is amiss through the highlighting of what is at stake. In his
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discussion on murai’a, he summarizes all previously mentioned views on mura’a
related by premodern scholars, which have been recounted here from Ibn Janah,
Ibn al-Marzuban, and others through anecdotes, maxims, and sayings. And it
seems that he is aware that his readers may have encountered these views before,
because he ends his summary by reiterating the purpose of his article as if he feels
the need to justify repeating classical authors’ views on murii’a. He says:

The purpose of this discourse (al-gharad min hadha al-hadith) is that we saw how
murQ’a created and systematized high virtues (intazamat al-murii’a akhlagan sani-
yya) and luminous adabs (adaban mudi’a), and we recognized that the establish-
ment of these virtues and adabs inside oneself (fi al-nafs) needs patience and strife
(sabr wa-mujahada), perceptiveness (digqat mulahaza), and healthy taste (salamat
dhawq). It behooves us that we raise our children to tend to this as soon as they are
at an age of discrimination ( ‘ahd al-tamyiz) so that no vices and bad habits (akhlaq
ghayr naqiyya wa- ‘adat ghayr radiyya) come between them and these virtues, lest
humanity cannot find its way to them (Id tajid al-murii a ila nufasihim madkhalan).”

Like al-Tahtawi, Hussein sees the link between adab, the social, and polity in the
formation of the subject.

Al-Tahtawi also adds that human beings are urban by nature (madani bi-I-
tab"); they need a city (madina) with a population (khalq kathir) in order for
their felicity and human happiness to be actualized (li-tatimm lahu al-sa ‘ada
al-insaniyya).”” Al-Tahtawi reasons that all human beings need others and social
interaction and friendships and companionship; this is how others perfect and
complete each other’s humanity. Conversely, he criticizes zuhd (asceticism) as a
virtue where seclusion and isolation are a preferred choice and mode of existence.
He maintains that those who are isolated in the mountains or places of worship
and want nothing to do with people do not exhibit the virtues of purity ( ‘iffa),
readiness to help (al-najda), magnanimity (sakha’), and justice (‘adl); these
virtues are idle and dormant. This is because they are neither directed toward
good or evil: if the virtues are idle (mu ‘aftala) and have not exhibited their own
actions, then the virtues do not benefit others, and so they become like non-
sentient objects (manzilat al-jamadat) or dead people (al-mawta min al-nas);
they think of themselves and are thought of as virtuous but they are not.”® While
al-Tahtawi might be harsh on ascetism as a personal choice, it must be acknowl-
edged that it offers a possible solace for those who chose this way of life. It can
be argued therefore that al-Tahtawi regards ascetism as devoid of enough moral
and epistemic friction to activate and cultivate virtues as part of human experi-
ence and adab as praxis; to him, it appears that ascetism may offer a theoretical
haven of virtues with an arguably conjectural protection and shield from the real
world. But virtue and muri’a, as discussed by most premodern scholars, can-
not be realized except through crisis and strife. If it were that easy to actualize,
al-Washsha’ relates, then the most lowly of people would be able to possess
it (al-makarim la takan illa bi-l-makarih wa-law kanat khafifa latanawalaha
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al-safala bi-I-ghalaba).” Tt is unsurprising that the word used here to indicate
the sum of virtues is makarim, which is traced to the root of generosity (k-r-m),
often within the context of hospitality. The perceptible crisis and strife in some-
thing like hospitality is arguably the tension between the practical realities of the
feasibility of extending hospitality to others and the ethical ideal that it is a virtue
that must be upheld. It is understandable therefore that the altruistic act should
be a nomenclature for the sum of virtues and an attestation of murd’a because
it proves that the perceived tension between practicality and ethics toppled in
favor of ethics, in which case the other is perceived as wholly human; a practical
approach would always view the other as less than fully human.
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Adab as Hospitality
The Adab Sphere: Reading Mathal and Discourse

In 1968, Haifa-born writer Emile Habibi (1922-96) spoke about how he and his
countrymen and women “lived in intellectual and cultural isolation from the Arab
world (munqati ‘an ‘an al-hayat al-thaqafiyya wa-l-fikriyya fi al- ‘alam al- ‘arabi).
To save our heritage (turathuna), we published Kalila wa-Dimna at our own
expense, despite being poor”! Habibi considered the text as popular since the time
of its translation and dissemination. During Habibi’s time and perhaps for poster-
ity, he viewed it as an invisible invitation to cure what he defined as “isolation”
and connect with temporal and geographical others across space and time. Kalila
wa-Dimna became the source of the unreceived but desired hospitality shown to
Habibi and his fellow countrymen and women. It would not be far-fetched to pro-
pose that Ibn al-Mugqaffa“ could in fact, hypothetically and transtemporally, see in
Habibi’s gesture one of the legitimizations of adab he argued for.

About thirteen centuries ago, in Fars (Persia, todays southwestern Iran),
which was then under Umayyad rule, a notable official responsible for the town’s
taxes was accused of embezzlement; the official was arrested. The governor had the
official’s fingers crushed, rendering them withered.? In Arabic, the noun associated
with such a physical state, as lexicographers and philologists would not be at a loss
of words to tell us, is al-mugaffa * (the man with shriveled fingers) from the verb
taqaffa ‘a. The man appears to have left Khurasan for Basra to attend to his son’s
future. The son acquired an Arabic nickname and became known as “the son of
the man with shriveled fingers™: Ibn al-Muqaffa’ (106-42 AH/724-ca. 760 CE).
Litterateur, translator, and scholar, born Rozbih pur-i Dadoéo, he became Abu
Muhammad ‘Abd Allah Razbih b. Dadawayh, or simply Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘. He is
described as a talented litterateur with enviable prose, who authored, among many
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works, both al-Adab al-kabir and al-Adab al-saghir. Sources tell us that he was of
exceptional intelligence to the point that it was said that no Persian is smarter or
more generous, humane, and loyal to his friends than Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘. His com-
ment on an incident with ‘Abd al-Hamid b. Yahya al-Katib summarizes his views
on friendship: “You owe your friend your blood and money” (ibdhul li-sadigika
damaka wa-malaka).> Of the original literary monographs, administrative epistles
and works, and his translations, wit, generosity, and being a loyal friend, he is
mostly known for two things: his translation of Kalila wa-Dimna and his tragic,
gory, and controversial death sentence with a false charge of heresy (zandaqa),
a well-rehearsed smoke-screen accusation because he became a threat to those
in the corridors of power.* Especially true when read against his letter of advice to
the Abbasid caliph al-Mansur (r. 136-58 AH/754-75 CE) “recommending that the
latter promulgate an official statement of the Islamic creed, adopt a uniform code
of law, and pay the army regularly. The recommendations were not adopted, but

the diagnosis of the state of the empire proved strikingly prescient”

ADAB AND HOSPITALITY

By translating Kalila wa-Dimna, Ibn al-Muqaffa® developed what I refer to as
an enactment of adab characterized by murii’a, which functions as a dual form
of hospitality. He offered both internal or endogenous and external or exogenous
hospitality to the text he translated, introducing what is considered the first work
of prose fiction into Arabic and Arabic culture without state sponsorship. This
external hospitality is shown to the foreign text translated into Arabic, while his
internal hospitality is extended to the reader, which I shall explain in due course.
The “enactment of adab” shown here extended beyond the realm of the literary,
aesthetic, and/or stylistic where the context of Kalila wa-Dimna’s translation
exemplifies a habitus of adab.

Exogenous Hospitality

Ibn al-Mugqaffa® was an active translator, often accused retrospectively of trans-
lating only what is perceived and labeled as heretical books either to bolster the
official narrative of his mysterious death as make-believe or play his Persian heri-
tage in the then ongoing Arab-Persian cultural wars (shu ‘ibiyya). However inter-
esting these questions, they are beyond the scope of this chapter. The translation
of Kalila wa-Dimna was not commissioned under the espousal of the Abbasid
caliph al-Mansar or any other patron. It was a voluntary act that Abdelfattah Kilito
reads as “strange,” invoking the Persian ancestry of Ibn al-Mugqaffa“.® In light of
reading translation as an act of competition that is premised on imperial interests,
following George Steiner, Kilito questions Ibn al-Muqaffa“s calculated generosity
in translating and investing time and effort into the Arabic language, the language
of those who conquered Persia, as Kilito maintains;” one might also add that it is
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the language of those who accused and deformed his father’s hands. Kilito reads
this translation investment, nonetheless, as a less than innocent act especially in
light of Ibn al-Mugqaffa“’s preface to the work.® In the preface, the latter asserts that
“reading and understanding this book [Kalila wa-Dimna] would suffice; it col-
lapses all other books (iktafa wa-istaghna ‘an ghayrihi)”® Ibn al-Mugqaffa’, Kilito
reads, elevates this book from an ordinary translation to the extraordinary. It dis-
tills knowledge of all books into one book, or what Kilito calls “the supreme book”
(al-kitab al-a‘la)."® Scholars’ and compilers’ classification of Kalila wa-Dimna
indicates the nature of the work’s reception and how it was literarily or adab-ly
sustainable. Hajji Khalifa (d. 1067 AH/1657 CE) describes Kalila wa-Dimna as a
book concerned with the improvement of moral qualities and the refinement of
character (islah al-akhlaq wa-tahdhib al-nufiis)."! In this respect, the book is read
and received within the framework of “refinement of character” as a pathway to
muri’a, but it was also authored within this very framework of murii’a as the
habitus of adab.

Paul Ricoeur proposes a philosophical mediation, a solution of sorts to the par-
adox, between identity and alterity through the concept of linguistic hospitality
(Phospitalité langagiere), “where the pleasure of dwelling in the other’s language is
balanced by the pleasure of receiving the foreign word at home, in one’s own wel-
coming house” (le plaisir d’habiter la langue de lautre est compensé par le plaisir de
recevoir chez soi, dans sa propre demeure daccueil, la parole de Iétranger)."> Ricoeur
speaks of “an ethos of translation whose goal would be to repeat on a cultural
and spiritual level the gesture of linguistic hospitality” (dun ethos de la traduc-
tion, dont le but serait de répéter au plan culturel et spirituel le geste de I'hospitalité
linguistique).” The linguistic guests Ibn al-Mugqaffa® brought home in the Arabic
language are not only the heralding of the earliest fictive work in Arabic prose but
also guests that held up a mirror for princes. In both the Arab-Muslim and Euro-
pean traditions, numerous definitions have been put forward concerning the term
“mirrors for princes,” and so distinguishing between the nuances of the definition
as in Roberto Lambertini’s explanation in the Western tradition might be helpful:
“These terms can be used in a rather loose sense, referring to a very wide range
of sources, even narrative or iconographic ones, or parts thereof, carrying notions
concerning rulership, or in a stricter sense limited to independent works explic-
itly aiming at instructing kings and lesser rulers about the virtues they should
cultivate, their lifestyle, their duties, the philosophical and theological meaning
of their office. They usually follow standard conventions so that their teachings
about royal justice, princely virtues, and the like tend to give the impression of
a continuous repetition of commonplaces”** For Arab-Muslim works, the more
general category of advice literature is applied to a variety of written texts provided
they serve a counseling purpose. The idea that they must address a royal recipient
is debatable given the case of Kalila wa-Dimna, but this tendency can be applied to
other works that self-identify as “hikma (wisdom), maw ‘iza (moral exhortation),
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akhlaq (ethics, characteristically in the personal, domestic, and political setting),
and wasiyya (‘testament; usually of a father to his son(s) and successor(s))”**

Ibn al-Mugqaffa“ played an important role in the theorization of the polity dur-
ing the reign of Caliph al-Mansiar when he made clear the defects he saw in the
administration and the potential threats that would undermine the stability of
the government, as evident in his Risalat al-Sahdba.'s It may also be argued that
part of Ibn al-Muqaffa“’s motivation is the similarity between aspects of the com-
petitiveness of Indian and Sassanid court life that propelled the initial composition
and translation of the work. Besides the booK’s mirroring qualities for princes,
offering strategies for survival to the perplexed courtier, as allegorized in the
work, may have indeed been useful for life in the Abbasid court.”” While these
are legitimate queries, it is more productive for the purposes of this chapter (and
book at large) to situate the question of Ibn al-Mugqaffa“s interest in translating
Kalila wa-Dimna within the context of his understanding and legitimization of
adab rather than only his political career or the hermeneutics of suspicion, without
rejecting that these are valid questions. Questioning the translator’s motives is a
recognized trope, especially retroactively, not only because of famous translator-
spies in literary history, working as informants and/or against the culture of their
source texts,'® but also because it recognizes and situates the translator as a resident
of two cultures: “A translator is a double agent, constantly playing two texts, two
languages, two cultures, two readerships off each other in order to arrive at a truth
that ultimately serves no master but his own exacting ideal of excellence”*® This
residency in two cultures that may at times have competing narratives was not lost
on eighth- or ninth-century translators and scholars in Baghdad during the trans-
lation movement that Ibn al-Mugqaffa® participated in. A century later, philosopher
al-Kindi (d. 256 AH/873 CE), continuing the same position of intellectual hospital-
ity, and anticipating critical voices, preempts the attacks with a sensible position on
translation and foreign books: “We must not be ashamed to admire the truth or to
acquire it, from wherever it comes. Even if it should come from far-flung nations
and foreign peoples, there is for the student of truth nothing more important
than the truth, nor is the truth demeaned or diminished by the one who states or
conveys it; no one is demeaned by the truth, rather all are ennobled by it”*

It is not my intention, nor is it the purpose or within the capacity of this book,
to discuss the philosophy of al-Kindi. Rather, I cite al-Kindi as an example of
another polymath situated at the core of a translation movement. Perhaps he, too,
is a possible later reader of Ibn al-Mugqaffa’s translation that qualified—if one
may use the word—as a bestseller for centuries to come. Al-Kindi holds the same
position. The passage of al-Kindi participates in creating this social and intellec-
tual climate of adab, or the adab sphere, as it creates what I would like to call
conditions of reading based on this intellectual hospitality as a framework of adab.
Even though al-Kindi anticipated criticism and attacks, the conditions of reading
allow this to happen within a framework of social and intellectual adab. I use the
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word “conditions” in a double sens to mean both requests and an environment.
These conditions act in the manner of more than an encouragement from the
author to the reader or a “motivation” for them. It is an organic conceptual envi-
ronment where the author appears to be in an intellectual consortium with trends
and networks in their milieu; the author both participates in and creates these
hospitable conditions through their prefaces, justifications, and explanations,
thereby conditioning and/or fashioning readers. Al-Kindi creates what may now
be called comparatively cosmopolitan conditions of reading, which are akin to Ibn
al-Mugqaftfa“s hospitality conditions of reading, to value any contribution made to
what he calls the correct views or a truth (sawab), whatever its source or origin.
According to him, philosophy, as a part of or a branch of knowledge, cannot be an
individual enterprise. Al-Kindj, like his predecessors, realizes that all knowledge,
philosophy included, is a collective enterprise. He discourages narrowness, which
he explains as either stemming from envy or an estrangement from this collective
enterprise of truth and knowledge. Al-Kindi says that “if one collects together
the little that each one of these people has attained of the truth, the result is quite
considerable” He continues:
On First Philosophy SIIL.1-2 (AR 103-4, RJ 13-15): [We must] be on guard against
the evil of the interpretation of many in our own time who have made a name
for themselves with speculation, people who are estranged from the truth. They
crown themselves undeservedly with the crowns of truth, because of the narrowness
of their understanding of the ways of truth . . . [and] because of the filth of the envy
that has mastered their bestial souls, whose veil of darkness cloaks the vision of their
thought from the light of truth.?!

Al-Kindi seems to be creating conditions to counter anticipated or possible adver-
sarial readings, as he encourages his readers to be “on guard against the evil of
interpretation” This, I read, as preempting violent reading conditions, which
would propel and encourage predatory reading or as previously mentioned the
“wolf intervals” that would create dissonance, which he cautions against, and also
as an attempt to maintain good citizenship in social and intellectual adab.

Kalila wa-Dimna, as evident from the preface, was not popular or publicly con-
sumed in its two previous homes: the Indian and Sassanid courts; it is presented as a
book with limited readership. As the preface maintains, it was a treasured work that
the Indian sovereign Dablishim received from the sage Bidpai and never divulged
its secrets. The Persians heard of the book and wanted to acquire it. Persian phy-
sician Burztiyah, through an act of ruse, managed to get hold of a copy for the
Sassanid king Khosraw Anashirvan.”> And it was this Pahlavi copy on which Ibn
al-Mugqaffa“ based his translation of Kalila wa-Dimna. The most interesting fact
here is that the book entered the Arabic tradition and literary canon intersecting
with two other traditions, the Indian and the Persian, through what appears to be
not a pure act of translatio studi et imperii—although it still remains one—but an
individual effort. In his Tarikh al-adab al- ‘arabi, ‘Umar Farrtkh summarizes three
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possible theories in answer to the question of whether Kalila wa-Dimna was copied
(mangul) or authored (mawdii ‘). The most widespread narrative is the one stated
above; it entered the Arabic tradition through the Middle Persian text, which is a
translation of the Sanskrit. However, other scholars maintain that the book itself is
unheard of in ancient literatures and the names mentioned by Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘ such
as Dablishim the king and Bidpai the philosopher are temporally incongruent.”
In other words, the sovereign Dablishim and philosopher Bidpai (or Pilpay) may
have never been contemporaneous, if the latter is indeed a real person. The word
“Bidpai” may very well have been a corruption from the Sanskrit afggmaf” Vidyapati
(afe@ vidya: knowledge; waf pati: lord/master), therefore meaning “chief scholar or
master of knowledge”* In the Sanskrit Panchatantra, the Indian sage used these
fables in his courtly instructions to teach his sons. The introduction to the Indian
frame tale tells of King Amarasakti “and his sore distress at his three moronic sons,
some kind of drop-outs, who ‘being hostile to education, are lacking in discern-
ment.”? All efforts to educate them fail so he entrusts them to the sage Vishnu
Sharma, who will teach them “the art of living intelligently” This art happens to
be in five books. The political philosophy of the Panchatantra (Five Treatises) is
represented in discussions among animal characters, chiefly the Lion, the Bull, and
the two famous jackals Karataka and Damanaka, who became Kalila and Dimna,
respectively, in Ibn al-Mugqaffa“s rendition by way of Pahlavi. Ibn al-Mugqafta“ jet-
tisons human characters who tell stories about animals and instead opts for animal
characters who tell stories about other animals. And thus, while in the Sanskrit
version we have a narrator of stories about people and animals, the narrator is rec-
ognized as giving narrative agency to animals. In Ibn al-Mugqaffa’s version, the
blurred world of mediating linguistic beings gives complete agency to animal nar-
rators. This can be read as Ibn al-Mugqaffa’s creative use of indirect frank speech, a
narrative technique where a character’s thoughts or speech are presented indirectly
or in the third person; in this respect they can share their views without speaking
in the first person, and this indirect speaker does not need to explain their perspec-
tive by describing it plainly.* The absence of a narrator in Ibn al-Mugqaffa’s Kalila
wa-Dimna further removes the burden of indirect frank speech oft the narrator’s
shoulders by one remove. If Kalila wa-Dimna would have had a narrator respon-
sible for the indirect frank speech of all animal characters, the narrator’s political
burden may have been pronounced and visible, especially as a human character, as
ventriloquizing his/her perspective through the animals. The diversity of animals
and their views decentralize views.

It has been argued that even our notions of public sphere where direct frank
speech takes place can be rethought as we consider Ibn al-Muqaffa’s Kalila wa-
Dimna. A public sphere, Jennifer London maintains, “is a forum where individuals
use creative media to express their political views with others in the hope that it
will help them learn about politics and make sound political decisions. Individu-
als can speak, write or read something written by themselves or by someone else
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(which can be either fiction or non-fiction).””” This designation situates Kalila wa-
Dimna in the domain of only the political and hence gives it the term public sphere
where a discourse will influence political action. This is plausible. But what Kalila
wa-Dimna and adab do is create, engage, invite, and participate in what I call the
adab sphere. This invitation to discourse and discussion, through the text as an
interlocutor, is aimed to influence more than just political action, including the
personal, social, intellectual, and internal lives of the subjects. It is precisely this
adab sphere that lends itself to the technologies of adab to become more than text
and therefore become praxis as well as technologies of the self.

Endogenous Hospitality

In showing hospitality to the reader, by orienting invitations to the adab sphere,
Ibn al-Mugaffa® was still operating from the space of the “enactment of adab” as
an act of hospitality in offering all types and levels of readers a visible welcome and
a socially and intellectually identified space in the text. George Steiner speaks of
cortesia (courtesy) on the part of the reader toward the text, but not the other way
around; he emphasizes the necessary investment on the reader’s part, where the
“reader meets the book with a courtliness of heart (that is what cortesia signifies),
with a courtliness, a scruple of welcome and entertainment of which the russet
sleeve, possibly of velvet or velveteen, and the furred cloak and bonnet are the
external symbols”* Indeed, this is the ideal reader that Steiner and many adibs
would dream up. But Ibn al-Mugqaffa® offered us something entirely different and
innovative, and arguably a measure that would allow the formation of this ideal
reader. He offered a reading hospitality. There is a conceptual link between his
conception of adab as a form of hospitality and its etymological and relational
meaning of ma 'duba (banquet) as “a banquet in which the good customs of hos-
pitality are respected . . . [with] a host that respects good customs”* The booK’s
intrinsic tolerance, through its author’s preface, of the levels of readings and mean-
ings showed the good customs of hospitality, while the author qua adib in this
respect observed these relations; s/he is cognizant of these ontological relation-
ships between the abstract concepts of adab and hospitality.

Edward Said reminds us of the generosity involved in the act of interpreta-
tion that “makes a place in it for a foreign Other” He tells of how “to practice
[understanding] was one that sympathetically and subjectively entered into the
life of a written text as seen from the perspective of its time and its author (einge-
fiuhling) [sic]. Rather than alienation and hostility to another time and different
culture, philology as applied to Weltliteratur involved a profound humanistic spirit
deployed with generosity and, if I may use the word, hospitality”* Ibn al-Mugqafta‘
recognized the different levels of readers in his preface, whom he welcomed gen-
erously by identifying them as guests of the book; he equally acknowledged that
these readers may not remain at one level of understanding, thereby acknowl-
edging adab as a discursive practice. Their transformation process, the possibility
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to access the levels of meanings Ibn al-Mugqaffa® speaks of, is proof of this. The
legitimizing of adab here does not take its cue from the practice of literary writ-
ing; it becomes an adab toward the reader whose participation in this pluralistic
manner of reading allows their understanding of other reading capacities. The
recognition of the obstacles of understanding is not communicated as an obstruc-
tion from meaning/truth but rather a process toward a meaning/truth. The readers
of Ibn al-Mugaffa‘ then realize that the meaning of the text might not be read-
ily attainable or singular; the imagined community of readers of this text will
not be united by its meaning; rather, they will be united over a discourse over its
meaning(s). In this respect, as readers they recognized that, through an engage-
ment of discourse, they need the other readers. They, like other readers, have
something to offer to each other: a meaning, an additional understanding through
what Ibn al-Mugqafta® calls shu ‘@b al-hadith or discourse. The reader thus will
never think that their community of readers are intellectually dispensable, worth-
less, or distant. Disagreement will not be framed within the parameters of “worth-
lessness” or “ridicule” One is able to discern this beyond the text under discussion
into the reception of this very text. For instance, adib Abu ‘Abd Allah Muhammad
al-Yamani (d. 400 AH/1010 CE) voiced many a disagreement with what he per-
ceived as pro-Persian sentiments in Ibn al-Mugaffa”s text, and mostly also the
choice of prose over poetry, and the rising popularity of the book over Arabic
poetry, as the pride of Arabs. Al-Yamani, despite these disagreements, engaged
in an adabized manner with the text; adab as method (see chapter s5) therefore
becomes his hospitable engagement that is generative and not destructive, since
he selected what he saw as similar parallels in meaning and therefore possible
sources from Arabic poetry to Kalila wa-Dimna.* In this respect, the performance
of adab as hospitality engages readers in discourse, even if critical, which enables
this social adabization through the adab sphere, hence adab as praxis.

SETTING THE READING STAGE:
THE SIGNIFICANCE OF PREFACES

In the exordium to Kalila wa-Dimna, titled Bab ‘ard al-kitab (On Presenting
the Book) in modern editions, Ibn al-Muqaffa’ takes some time to explain a few
things to the reader that he deemed salient before venturing into the book in the
manner of an introduction.* The function of the exordium in Ibn al-Mugqaffa“s
translation is quite striking. Questioning the preface, in this regard, is to ask
what Jacques Derrida calls “a diabolically simple question** Prefaces are not
part of the main text; rather, they adorn it and present it to the world. In other
words, they legitimize its existence. Gérard Genette tells us about prefaces’ rela-
tionship to the text as they “surround it and extend it, precisely in order to pre-
sent it, in the usual sense of this verb but also in the strongest sense: to make
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present, to ensure the text’s presence in the world, its ‘reception’ and consumption
in the form (nowadays, at least) of a book.”** The preface in this respect is part of
the intellectual and textual space of the condition of reading the author or trans-
lator lays out before their reader to orient them toward a certain reading or, like
al-Kindi did, to resist another. This intellectual space creates a mode of many
possible readings. Before venturing further, I would like to discuss the role
of prefaces, introductions, prologues, and paratexts in general in the Arab-
Islamic practice of reading and writing. The first to discuss paratexts as part of a
book’s introduction was philosopher al-Farabi (d. 339 AH/950 CE).* This is not
to say that authors did not pay attention to or write introductions and exordiums
before that, as Ibn al-Muqaffa“’s exordium would prove. Rather, al-Farabi stressed
that the purpose of a book and its benefits, divisions, genre, class, title, author’s
name, and pedagogical objectives are essential parts.*® Similarly, ‘Ali b. Khalaf
(d. ca. 414 AH/1023 CE), poet and chancery secretary, emphasized the role of the
exordium in a book. He maintains:
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To build one’s discourse with prefaces at its introduction moves it from chaos to
organization. For the status of these prefaces of every authored discourse is the status
of the head to the body and the foundation in construction-building. And as a head
gathers the rest of the organs and leads them, so does the introduction that an author
presents at the beginning of their discourse; it includes what is found inside and
included. And as a builder should lay down a foundation for the structure they are
building such that they can rely upon it, so does an author where he introduces what
he intends to discuss because every discussion must have a basis that is not inside the
content of the text itself before delving into the discussion. But books of anecdotes
(akhbar) that relate informative texts and what happens between people in events
and needs of commonplace verbiage do not have introductions . . . and whoever
looks into the authored books in all kinds of arts and sciences will almost always find
no book without an introduction to walk them through it to what is after it and use
it as a springboard for what is above it.*”

Ibn Khalaf was not the only one. Several scholars like Yaqut al-Hamawi
(d. 626 AH/1229 CE) emphasized the role of prologues and introductions (khutbat
al-kitab) in the overall meaning of a book.*® Scholars from various disciplines
emphasized the role of the introduction and exordium in the overall cohesion of
a book, such as al-Nawawi (d. 676 AH/1277 CE). Al-Nawawi even says that some
authors leave these pages blank until they finish writing the book, then they attend
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to the introduction (khutba) so that it is in unison with what they have written,
thereby acknowledging the organic nature of writing.*

LEVELS OF READING:
MATHAL AND ITS HOSPITABLE READERS

It is imperative to highlight the rest of Ibn al-Mugqaffa“s prefatory remarks to his
readers. Ibn al-Mugqaffa’ underlines levels of reading through accentuating the alle-
gorical nature of the text and its figurative language, mathal, which he pointed to
in his preface. The designation mathal is used before the title of each of the stories
instead of tale or story, hikdya, gissa, and so on—readily available designations,
of course. It may be that Ibn al-Mugqaffa“ saw that the mathal lies not in its defini-
tion but in its function; that any story could become a mathal on the condition
that the reader is involved and identifies with (al-tamahi) characters and is able to
understand, interpret, and apply what was understood.** Mathal, scholar Ibrahim
al-Nazzam (d. ca. between 220 AH/835 CE and 230 AH/845 CE) maintains,
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has four elements that no other type of speech has: it is succinct, conveys the meaning

effectively, features appealing metaphors and imagery, and has kindya where tropic

and/or literal interpretations can be supported and this is the ultimate eloquence.

And Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘ added to this definition the presence of the width in the byways
of speech [width of the scope of discourse] (al-wis ‘a fi shu ‘b al-hadith)."*

It seems that shu @b al-hadith is one of Ibn al-Mugqaffa’s famous contribu-
tions that was not only quoted by al-Nazzam in his definition of mathal but also
used by subsequent scholars like Sharaf al-Din al-Tibi (d. 743 AH/1342 CE) to
explain the famous hadith and maxim “there is a form of eloquence that has the
effect of sorcery” (inna min al-bayan la-sihran). Al-Tibi says that “this maxim is
used when the reasoning and logical thought are plausible (istihsan al-mantiq)
and the advancing of compelling proof (irad al-hujja al-baligha), and this is what
Ibn al-Mugqafta® means by the width of discourse (al-wis ‘a fi shu b al-hadith)”**
Al-Tibj, and expectedly his readers, therefore understood this unique expression
of Ibn al-Mugqaffa“ as one pointing to a rich and enriching discourse where mul-
tiple and diverse competing but compelling proofs were presented. This structured
exchange of arguments and ideas reflects a social and intellectual practice that
seems literary on the surface (reading and interpreting tropically or literally using
evidence-based reasoning and critical thinking) but at its heart this activity is a
social practice where the diversity of perspectives teaches and promotes active
listening and/or exchange of ideas, respect, and empathy. Ibn al-Mugqaffa®’s con-
ception of discourse explains his classification of the imagined readers of Kalila
wa-Dimna.



ADAB AS HOSPITALITY 47

Ibn al-Mugaffa®s understanding of the presence of levels of reading indicates
this departure from several elitist and intellectual authoritarian, patronizing,
authorial practices; chief among them is dictating how a book should be read (see
chapter 3) or the claim to a single correct meaning of the text. This is not an idea
that Ibn al-Mugqaffa“ presented, nor is it a sustainable idea in the Arab-Islamic
reading tradition altogether. Ibn al-Mugqaffa“ differentiates between the obvious,
literal meaning of a tale featuring animals, and other figurative, more intricate
meanings—all valid, provided plausible reasoning. Emphasizing the levels of read-
ing of the text would in turn acknowledge the existence of different readers of the
text. Ibn al-Mugqaffa® does not expect, nor is it rational to expect, that all read-
ers would have an equal approach and understanding of the text and its multiple
meanings, which he maintains that he accessed. Ibn al-Mugaffa“s discussion also
acknowledges the fact that understanding and knowledge, as part of one’s experi-
ence, character, and self-defined identity, is changeable and part of intellectual and
social development. He relegates some of these facts to more than simply a binary
of understanding/not-understanding; it is intellect, but also age, experience, and
personal proclivities:
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This book is a work of parables and stories composed by the people of India, who
sought to incorporate into it the most eloquent speech they could find in the style
they preferred. In order to make their intentions comprehensible, scholars of every
nation and tongue have employed a variety of devices and means when present-
ing their arguments. One device was to put eloquent and elegant language into the
mouths of animals and birds. This enabled them to accomplish a number of things:
they found a way to speak indirectly and to communicate through implication
[shu ‘ban, lit. byways]. Because such a book combined entertainment with wisdom,
the wise would study it for its wisdom, and the simple for its value as entertainment;
young pupils and others would be delighted to read it and it would be easy for them
to memorize. When the young person reached maturity and grew in knowledge, he
would ponder what he had memorized—as it had been recorded and inscribed in his
heart without his knowing its true nature—and would come to realize that he had
acquired a great treasure.”

Ibn al-Mugqaffa® therefore identified various types of readers who would
access the book according to the levels he mentioned previously. Various things
are at play here. Ibn al-Muqaffa®s translation not only privileged its readers in
acknowledging different levels of reading and types of readers, it removed the
previous elitist restrictions placed on the book and its restricted readership in
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its previous homes. It is made accessible to everyone with different outcomes, where
all the adabized outcomes of this reading are legitimate and valid (wisdom, enter-
tainment, sheer memorization, etc.) through a scope of discourse (al-si ‘a fi shu ‘ub
al-hadith).** In other words, Ibn al-Mugqaffa’s acknowledgment of the inevitability
of diverse reading and understanding its stages is theorized into this typology.
Each reader is left to their own reading journey. Ibn al-Muqaffa’, though claiming
to have accessed all possible meanings, never closes the book for posterity and
future readers and future interpretations. In this respect, he created and acknowl-
edged reading autonomy and also prevented the possible conditions of creating
“interpretative laziness” by virtue of preventing “reading laziness”* This is an
antidote to the “lazy reader” Ibn al-Mugqaffa’s reader does not need a controlling
hand and is obliged to work and perfect their own reading and interpretative skills
with no prior judgment on the book or its content. Ibn al-Mugqaffa’ fashioned an
all-encompassing reading condition that is inclusive of several readings and read-
ers; to read and reread the book with as many interpretations as there are readers
within an evidence-based reasoning.

On the other hand, and by way of mathal, it is also useful to regard the typol-
ogy of readers as a process of adabization. Ibn al-Mugqaffa’ includes several types,
including young untrained readers, who may not access the meaning. He suggests
that the young readers will hopefully, someday, be able to understand the other lev-
els of the book, even if they now merely memorize it for fun. He mentions that by
the time they grow up and gain experience, they will realize the treasure they pos-
sess. This is a progression to the wise ones he already mentioned, who may access
further layers of the book. He ultimately refers to himself as having accessed the
book, in reference to his status as an adib. What is interesting here, in this juxtaposi-
tion of reader typologies, which is not unusual in premodern adab,* is that it offers
a process of becoming. The typology of readers therefore operates on two levels:
vertical and horizontal. A vertical line cuts through time in a process of evolution
factored in adab, and a horizontal line amasses all readers in a single moment of
time on its axis by degrees of adabization. Adab as a process can indeed offer this
elevation from the literal level of reading associated with the young and/or un-
adabized in their precritical naivete, to the more adabized critical reader. The loss of
reading credulity, critique, differentiated from the literal readings often associated
with the youth as the preface purports, becomes then the condition of adab.

SPEAKING IN MATHAL AND THE
LEGITIMIZATION OF ADAB

Does adab need legitimization? Did litterateurs theorize a function of adab beyond
the pedagogic and recreational? Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘ begins his preface to his al-Adab
al-saghir (The Minor Adab) with a universal common denominator uniting
readers but also humanity together:
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Now, then, every creature has a need, and every need has a purpose, and every pur-
pose has a means. God has set the destinies for events and circumstances, prepared
for their purposes paths, and caused needs to be fulfilled. For the purpose and need
of people is living the good life in the here and hereafter. And the means to achieving
this is the sound mind, the proof of which is choosing things critically after reflection
(basar) and executing critique with resolve/will ( ‘azm).”

Ibn al-Mugqaffa’ begins his exordium with a universal purpose uniting all readers,
and humans, across space and time: living the good life. He maintains that this
legitimate need cannot be achieved without having a sound mind. Indeed, for the
mind (reason) will guide the individual to this good life through making sound
choices after critical reflection and possessing resolve. Ibn al-Mugqafta’ uses basar
to mean critical reflection. He explains further that one who seeks excellence and
virtue (talib al-fadl) without critical reflection (bi-ghayr basar) is lost and con-
founded (ta’ih hayran), and the one who discerns excellence without will and
resolve is chronically ill and deprived (dhit zamdana mahriim). I translate basar as
“critique via critical reflection” but, as I shall show in due course, it is much more
complex and holds remarkable conceptual power.

Al-Farahidi (d. 170 AH/790 CE), an earlier lexicographer and contemporary of
Ibn al-Mugaffa’, explains this in terms of insight and reverts the word to basira
(insight, perception) as a “name for that which is believed in one’s heart from reli-
gion or truth of a matter” (ism li-ma u ‘tugida fi al-qalb min al-din wa-haqiqat
al-amr).** He maintains that basar is a certain perception in the heart (nafadh
f1 al-qalb), which can be understood as insight.*” Ibn Faris (d. 395 AH/1004 CE)
relates to us that al-basira is proof (al-burhan).>® Al-Farahidi, as well as Ibn
Faris, also adds an interesting nuance to basira as the shield (dir) to anything
that one wears, such as a shield from artillery (ma lubisa min al-silah fa-huwa
basa’ir al-silah).”* Al-Saghani (d. 650 AH/1252 CE) furthers this trope of weap-
ons, stating that the verb basara also means to cut (basarahu bi-I-sayf: to cut/
kill s.o. with the sword).”> With cutting proof in mind, it is not surprising then
to see Ibn Manzir (d. 711 AH/1311 CE) later clarify, after explaining the word’s
literal meaning as relating to the “eye” and “sight,” that basar also means ‘ibra
(lesson, understanding), ‘ilm (knowledge), and reflection and identification
(tabassur: al-ta’ammul, al-ta ‘arruf).> This view is also shared by Firazabadi (d.
817 AH/1414 CE), who tells us that basar is defining and explicating (i.e., theo-
rizing) (al-tabsir: al-ta rif, al-idah).>* Similarly, he mentions that basira is hujja
(proof, presentation of proof).”® Additional metaphorical meanings (majaz), as
al-Zamakhshari (d. 538 AH/1143 CE) tells us, include the active participle (basir)
of the root verb basira, which is to be a watcher and a witness (raqib, shahid).>
Likewise, Firtzabadi relates this meaning in the context of Q.75:14-15 (“Truly, man
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is a clear witness against himself, despite all the excuses he may put forward”): an
individual will be a proof against themself (hujja ‘ald nafsika).”” This is an inter-
esting image where the Qur’anic discourse presents the individual as unwilling to
face the evaluation of their work or deeds, in a state of involuntary auto-critique
(bal al-insan ‘ala nafsihi basiratun) for failure or unwillingness of self-critique
(wa-law alqa ma ‘adhirahu), self-critique necessitating getting outside of oneself.
The Quran’s allusion to the failure of self-critique is remarkable in that Q.75:15
covers past and present temporalities. In other words, it tells us that self-critique
will be replaced by excuses at the temporal moment defined in the verse, the here-
after, but also extends this failure to a temporal past in the here in an astounding
manner where also lack of self-critique becomes the cause of this moment and its
effect. Al-Zabidi (d. 1205 AH/1791 CE) relates additional information in relation
to al-mustabsir that is worth mentioning. According to a Prophetic hadith, “Does
not a road [company] bring together the merchant and the traveler; the insightful
and the majbir? [i.e., all sorts of people]” (alaysa al-tariq yajma " al-tajir wa-ibn
al-sabil wa-l-mustabsir wa-l-majbiir).”® In other variations of the hadith, there is
no mention of the merchant and sometimes the barr (virtuous) and fajir (odi-
ous) appear at the beginning before the listing of the other typologies. Majbiir is
explained variously. Most lexicons maintain that it refers to the one who has been
compensated (man jabart), not the one who is oppressed (ajbart). In sources per-
taining to the hadith and its commentaries, the reference is to the second meaning
of oppressed (majbiir as makriih).>® The explanation of the hadith is a reference to
people’s intentions (niyyat), hence the relating of people’s diverse character types
and typologies. In keeping with the above explanation, it can be inferred that the
use of majbiir, as per hadith commentaries, is an antonym for mustabsir. Simi-
larly, in the world of jurisprudence if the term and the act of taglid is accepted as
conceptually in an antonymic relationship to basar, taqlid is also a form of intel-
lectual oppression toward others and the self in certain cases. As George Makdisi
maintains, the layman’s right to practice taqlid was commendatory when applied
to them. Taqlid “was, on the other hand, a term of disapprobation when applied to
the mulfti, the jurisconsult. A mufti had no right to ‘clothe with authority’ the opin-
ion of another mufti. Therefore, in his [jurisprudent] case, taqlid was considered
‘servile imitation.”*® A servile mufti, Makdisi argues, has relinquished his author-
ity because he is violating his mission that would lead to a practice of consensus,
and eventually he will lose his reputation and no longer be considered an author-
ity. The mufti’s authority rests on his personal original research, “an activity called
technically ijtihad (literally: the unsparing exertion of one’s effort, the doing of
one’s utmost).”®! The servile imitation here can be considered a form of intellectual
servility due to voluntary will or by intellectual oppression; ijtihad, conversely,
while attesting to personal innovation, is an activity that requires will and resolve.

This is very helpful in explaining Ibn al-Mugqaffa s astute use of will and resolve
(‘azm) as prerequisites to the application of basar as critique. In charting out a
genealogy of the term basar, it becomes clear that Ibn al-Mugqaffa“ considers the
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valance and meanings of the language as understood by his readers. It is not sur-
prising that Ibn al-Mugqaffa’ should define adab as such. His conception of adab
is an institution that offers a sustainable relationship with the intellectual tools
of adab but also its grammar: critique and an environment for the production of
knowledge through discourse. Discourse as both an intellectual tool of adab but
also a social one; it encourages and supports the act of intellectual affluence, of
reading more, seeing more, and hearing more from oneself and others. In other
words, Ibn al-Mugqaffa s use of nazar and basar involves a certain awareness that
discourse only arises when individuals have “more” to say. That is, if all people
were reading the same text and saw and read the same way—i.e., one thing—why
should there be discourse if all are in agreement? Why should people living in the
same country engage in discourse if they can all see the same thing? The elimina-
tion of “more” is precisely the elimination of the potentiality for discourse. Con-
trolling ways and access of seeing to eliminate the “more” for the people is about
eliminating both the ontology and the ability of seeing “more” as a concept or an
idea. People under this interpretive understanding regime of seeing are normally
referred to as “oppressed,” the majbiir. But that oppression is not only from out-
side; it is also a way of seeing and conditioning. The antonym is not just about
those who are free but, as the aforementioned anecdote maintains, it is those who
can “see more” and thus be critical and insightful (mustabsir) and engage in dis-
course versus those who are oppressed by their own intellect and insight.

ADAB AND DISCOURSE

With these philological insights into basar, I would like to discuss the terms also
used by Ibn al-Mugqaffa“ here; “critical reflection” (basar) and its relationship with
the exemplifying parable he uses to illustrate his point, as it becomes clear that he
links this willful basar to reading and adab. This emphasis on ‘azm is enlightening
as it highlights Ibn al-Muqaffa“s indirect emphasis on intellectual courage and
independence. This emphasis on intellectual independence is stressed later in the
twelfth century by al-Ghazali and Ibn Tufayl (see chapter 3). Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘ then
immediately follows this section, by way of explanation, with one that begins with
the sentence “Adab cultivates the mind” (al-adab yunammi al- ‘uqiil).
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Adab cultivates the mind.

For the mind has its dispositions and characteristics with which it receives adab,
and with adab the mind is improved and enhanced.
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Just like a seed buried in the earth cannot shed its dryness, reveal its strength,
and emerge above the ground with its vegetation and distribution, its brilliance and
growth, without water that penetrates deep into its recesses to save it from detrimental
aridness and death, and bring about for it, by God’s permission, power and life; so too
the nature of the mind (reason) is concealed in its roots from the heart—powerless,
lifeless, and useless until it is polished by adab, which is its fruit, life, and fertilizer.*

Ibn al-Mugqaffa’ creates a link to this universal aim that unites all peoples with
adab: a pursuit not necessarily shared by all people, thereby legitimizing adab not
only in itself for its intrinsic qualities but for the universal aforementioned aims
of having a sound mind to enable a good life. He then uses an allegorical image
to explain his analogy to the conception and function of adab. Ibn al-Mugqaffa“s
image utilizes the vocabulary and image of fecundity and productiveness. Inter-
estingly, this allusion is juxtaposed against the aforementioned image of chronic
illness and the vocabulary of privation that cloaked his description of the absence
of a sound mind, critique, and resolve. Ibn al-Mugqaffa“ here sees adab as both the
fruit of the mind and its water. It is a two-way relationship, or better yet an auto-
relationship. The works of adab cannot be generated without adab itself. This idea
is expressed in his al-Adab al-kabir (The Major Adab). He begins by saying that
our ancestors and predecessors had bigger bodies. They were anatomically larger
and they were more intelligent to the extent that they would be in a secluded, arid
area and leave all their knowledge on rocks, preempting death and hating that
it would escape those who come after them. Ibn al-Mugqaffa“ sees this gesture as
“parental,” as if a parent in all their love and compassion tries to secure their chil-
dren’s future and ensure they lack nothing.®® Ibn al-Mugaffa® is similarly telling
us that our litterateur parents have almost left us nothing new to say, echoing an
earlier pre-Islamic warrior-poet, ‘Antarah b. Shaddad (525 AH-608 CE), in his
mu ‘allaga (hanging ode), who questioned if there was anything left to say or a
meaning yet unexhausted by poets: “Did poetry die in its war with the poets?” (hal
ghadara al-shu ‘ara 'u min mutaraddamin).*

Equally interesting is Ibn al-Muqaffa”s choice of a parable (mathal) to high-
light his conception of adab as “the food of the mind” in the allegory of the seed
and its fecund growth. Ibn al-Mugqaffa“ continues that the allegory/parable is logi-
cally clearer (al-mathal awdah li-I-mantiq). He maintains that if speech (kalam)
were made in the form of mathal, it would be logically clearer (awdah li-I-mantiq),
more lucid in meaning (abyan fi al-ma ‘na), and wider in the scope of discourse
(awsa “ li-shu ‘ab al-hadith).®® Shu ‘ub al-hadith, as Ibn al-Mugqaffa® elaborates fur-
ther, refers to the different types of discourse and its diverse nature (mutafarriquhu
wa-mutanawwi ‘uhu).

When Ibn Sina was explaining how mimesis (mnuhakah) works he held that it is
dependent on amthal (allegories) and gisas (stories) and that it is not poetry. The
only example of mathal as prose he gave was Kalila wa-Dimna.® Ibn Sina considers
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the function of books like Kalila wa-Dimna as ifadat al-ara’.*” He defines the very
term ifadat al-ra’y (pl. al-ara’) in this context as conclusions (nata ij) and expe-
riences (tajarib) applied to nonexistent things or hypothetical situations (tunsab
ila umaur laysa laha wujnd).*® This he explains as the purpose (gharad) of mathal
and defines as outcomes from nonexistent situations.®® Matthew L. Keegan reads
this as “conveying pieces of advice” within the “poetics of virtual experience.””
While it is indeed a purpose and a result of Kalila wa-Dimna, naturally catego-
rized under the speculum principis genre, or the mirror for (the Muslim) prince(s)
genre and similar works, as Ibn Sina avers that a benefit of these amthal is counsel
(al-mashuira), I understand Ibn Sina’s ifddat al-ara’ expansively in this context as
the discourse the mathal generates by virtue of its diverse opinion-inviting nature.
To illustrate this further, Ibn Sina defines ra’y elsewhere as the reasoned opinion
or judgment that could either be effective or rejected/avoided, depending on the
persuasive power of said cause ( illa) in said opinion/judgment:
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As for the opinion/judgment, it is a universal proposition, not partial, and it is in
practical issues, where it could be effective or rejected. Deliberative thinking is close
to deductive reasoning and the results of the opinions/judgments if taken on their
own. These, too, are opinions/judgments, in the same manner that their premises
are opinions/judgments. But they are persuasive thinking if they are considered with
their cause, such as when we say: “knowing events through wisdom is superfluous.”
This is an opinion/judgment and a result of the opinion/judgment. And it is then
they are saving what they are not benefiting from. But if one takes the hypothesis that
is a conclusion on its own, he will not benefit from it, because it is not beneficial, for
it is not acceptable on its own. Acceptance is granted after accepting a premise that
serves as its cause.”!

Ibn Sina defines ra’y and uses it as a qualifier of a mode of thinking (al-tafkir
al-ra’yi), which can be translated as “deliberative thinking,” thereby render-
ing ra’y itself as “reasoned or considered opinion.””> Ra’y, as a term, could also
mean “judgment,” “theorem,” “concept””* As per Ibn Sin@’s explanation, not every
judgment can be considered valid; an opinion is reasonable after accepting its
proposition(s). This explains his statement on opinions, and therefore discourse,
that can be transformative and effective (ma yu aththir) or avoided and rejected
(yujtanab). Similar to Ibn al-Muqaffa”s intimation of the discourse-inviting
mathal where deliberation happens over possible meanings, Ibn Sina’s ra’y as rea-
soned opinion explains the workings of shu ub al-hadith to us. In a deliberation
over meaning, if someone avers that the meaning of a certain story in Kalila wa-
Dimna is such and such, this is reasoned thinking as a premise of an opinion and a
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result. According to the above, neither Ibn Sina nor Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘ would accept
the manner of this result without the premises leading to this opinion, which may
or may not be convincing and therefore can be modified by others and built on
(effective/ma yu aththir), or rejected for lack of persuasive power, hence inviting
the shu ‘ab al-hadith and expanding it. The mathal’s interpretation is therefore
always inviting and hospitable in itself; this is what Ibn al-Mugqaffa“ proposes as
shu ‘b al-hadith. In the terminology of Ibn Sina therefore the understanding of
ifadat al-ara’ extends beyond the immediate experience of the reader and con-
siders the implications as not only pertaining to the literary and the imagination
but also the social. The private reading experience of the reader and their “virtual
experience” is one outcome where as a reader they accept/reject premises of an
opinion critically, adabfully. But ifadat al-ara’ also applies to the public sphere and
social practice of contributing reasoned opinions; a practice that in itself is socially
and intellectually edifying.

This understanding of ra’y’s role in reading and critique explains Ibn
al-Muqaffa“’s legitimization of adab as the food of the mind, relating adab to the
critical and social skills of making a good living in life and the spiritual fruits of
life’s activities in the here and hereafter. Ibn al-Muqaffa“ links adab to reason and
reasoning, critical thinking and critique, discourse, and resolve, regarding these
as mediators of a successful and fruitful life beyond the literary. He describes the
absence of adab in the rhetoric of illness and privation. The metaphor extends
to social failure since it explains that a mind (saligat al- ‘aql) without the “pro-
cess of adabization” (hatta ya tamilaha al-adab) is incapable of contributing in
any meaningful way (la quwwa laha, wa-1a hayat biha, wa-la manfa ‘a ‘indaha).™
This is because the individual lacks both the social and intellectual skills, tools,
and power. In this respect, the individual would not be able to either cultivate
or achieve su’dud (empowerment and influence) by way of adab and would be
regarded as lacking mura’a, hence lacking social and intellectual success for
Ibn al-Mugqafta'. His preference for figurative language, the mathal, as logically
clearer and more lucid in meaning, is adduced by his theorization of adab as
enhancing to the mind. This would cultivate adab, hence su’'dud and murd’a.
Figurative, rich language that is deceptively simple works on two levels. On the
one hand, it forces the reader to think about the language itself and its con-
nection to the meanings at hand; the relationship between lafz (utterance) and
ma ‘na (meaning) beyond the literal. On the other hand, the nature of this mul-
tivalent language invites multiple meanings (ta ‘addud al-ma ‘ani) and hence dis-
course through plausible reasoned opinions that must be logically defended as
Ibn Sina maintains, which Ibn al-Mugqaffa’ identifies in his defense of mathal
as “wider in the scope of discourse” Ibn al-Mugqafta“s theorization and defense
of adab and mathal as inducive of and conducive to discourse proposes to us that
both understanding and interpretation are a process that is always in progress; it
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is unfinished. In other words, it wards against the hubris of certainty that comes
with a false sense of intellectual closure and the belief of the possibility of acqui-
sition of all knowledge. The latter intellectual posture can only birth intellectual
dogmatism and hegemony of absolute meanings, bordering on the mathematical,
which naturally begets prejudice and intolerance to any truth claim, which comes
with the closure of interpretation, hence possible meanings. It is important to
also regard what Ibn al-Mugqaffa“ calls shu ‘ib al-hadith as not only the discus-
sion of a topic but also the creation of and the possibility of creating novel topics
and ideas. The forking of different conceptual paths (shu 7b) in no way restricts
this definition to a discourse about a designated topic. Rather, it is an invitation
to pursue topics that are also born out of this discourse through an adab sphere
and hence become a force of a generative and creative power as opposed to the
sterility and bareness of closure.

The articulated conditions of possibility of understanding and this adab sphere
therefore rest on adab; adab is a condition of possibility. The defense of mathal
reverts full circle to Ibn al-Mugqaffa“s parable of the seed enjoying a fecund growth
as it takes in water in the form of adab and gives back fruits in the form of adab.
Ibn al-Mugqaffa“s example is reminiscent of the image of the “word as a tree” in
Q.14:24-25 in Abdel Haleem’s translation: “[Prophet], do you not see how God
makes comparisons (mathalan)? A good (tayyiba) word is like a good tree whose
root is firm and whose branches are high in the sky, yielding constant fruit by its
Lord’s leave—God makes such comparisons for people so that they may reflect—
but an evil (khabitha) word is like a rotten tree, uprooted from the surface of the
earth, with no power to endure” The tree, al-Razi explains, has four qualities.
The first is being good, which could mean aesthetically and visually, olfactorily
or gustatorily good, or simply good because it is beneficial and useful in some
way. The second quality of this tree is its firm root (asluha thabit), which presup-
poses its longevity. Then the third quality is the tree’s tall branches reaching the
sky (far ‘uha fi al-sama’). Finally, the last quality of the tree is its perpetual state
of fruitfulness: its fruits are ripe at all times (tu i ukulaha kulla hinin).”” Next,
al-Razi tells us that this fruit is knowledge (of the divine). Like knowledge, there
is pleasure in its acquisition and dissemination; conversely, the evil tree, according
to al-Razi, is ignorance (of the divine).”

MATHAL AND GREEK/WESTERN PHILOSOPHY

It might be tempting to question Ibn al-Muqaffa“s linking of adab, especially in
his defense of the use of mathal, to wisdom and reason in light of Greek influences
at the time, all the more since he was close to the translation movement. However,
as the disciplines of classics, philosophy, and literature tell us, Plato was against the
idea that poetry teaches wisdom, let alone imparts reason. Plato’s famous attack
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on poetry in the Republic was against its performative nature as well as its ethical
doctrines. The initial scenes from the Republic 1-2 show us clearly the unreliability
of poets as possible or reliable sources of wisdom or knowledge. He believed
that poetry, as a mimetic practice, has almost a material and physical effect on
the body, and therefore it has the power to effect a change in the body and soul,
especially among the youth, which was his concern. In this respect, “Plato is so
relentless—and so literal-minded—in censoring them””” Not only that but allego-
resis was categorically denied as a method because it was considered dangerous.
The poets’ license to “riddle” was not tolerated by Plato. In the Republic, a poet’s
license to use another word for a literal one was regarded as simplistic, according
to Socrates. The latter argues that the poet should have used the “intended” word
without “riddling” (Republic 322b-c).” In the Phaedrus, Socrates “faults allegoresis
because it does not result in certain interpretations” (229e-230a); “Plato’s Socrates
argues on several occasions that no form of poetic exegesis can get around the fact
that the text of old poets can be construed in various ways and, unless one has the
poets at hand to cross-question, one cannot be certain that the meaning construed
from a text is what the poet ‘meant””” These discussions and attitudes toward alle-
goresis are contradictory when juxtaposed with Plato’s own use of the allegory
of the cave in the Republic (514a-b), and similarly, to Socrates of the Phaedrus,
who uses allegoresis “to reinterpret a story about divine impropriety but in the end
turns away from the method for a different, social reason”® But perhaps the use
is not so contradictory if we were to view it in light of what Plato and Socrates
“meant” by the “intended” or “certain interpretations,” as the canonical meaning
of their own allegories might attest, especially when viewed in light of the Socratic
method in Socrates’s dialogues with his students as a guided conversation toward
an “intended true meaning” or a “certain meaning”—since Socrates declares that
he “consider([s] such things [allegoresis] elegant and amusing (kharienta), but an
occupation suited for someone who is formidably clever (deinos) and painstaking
(epiponos) and not altogether enviable” (Phaedrus 229d).5!

However, an important point of entry of the metaphor and imagery into philos-
ophy comes through the Egyptian-born Roman philosopher Plotinus (ca. 204-70
CE), who is widely considered the founder of Neoplatonism as it developed and
grew in Alexandria. Plotinus blended Platonism as well as concepts from Judeo-
Christianity emphasizing that all existence emanates from one source and the pos-
sibility that individuals can unite with this source. In developing his philosophy, he
fashioned myths, metaphors, and images that have been influential to philosophers
and theologians in various religious traditions.* Although Neoplatonism’s pres-
ence in the Islamic tradition has been thoroughly treated in excellent scholarship,
it is helpful to consider that that “which we might call ‘Neoplatonism’ has been
rethought and reconfigured so often, in fact, that concepts from it have become”
what Cyrus Ali Zargar calls “a thoroughly integrated Tslamic’ way of thinking
about the cosmos, the soul, and existence—one sometimes only faintly resembling
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the Plotinus strain in its DNA, especially when that strain is found in Sufism”® The
embracing of the metaphor and figurative in Neoplatonic thought may be owed to
Plotinus’s borrowing of concepts and images from Judeo-Christianity where the
ineffability of the One and the limitations of human language necessitate the use of
figurative language. Naturally, the literary community discusses allegoresis today as
an essential part of a conversation on layered meanings and extended metaphors in
texts, but allegoresis as such, as Andrew Ford maintains, “did not enter the Poetics
[of Aristotle],” the seminal and earliest treatise on literary theory.* The dominant
and foundational voices from Greek antiquity (Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle) that
were against allegoresis and figurative language altogether were not the only ones
in the intellectual and/or literary history of Western literary criticism and thought;
this intellectual position makes a strong comeback in the seventeenth century in An
Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690) by British empiricist John Locke
(1632-1704), heralding the ideational theory of meaning (see chapter 3). Recent
scholarship, such as Thomas Bauer’s Die Kultur der Ambiguitdt (translated from
German as A Culture of Ambiguity, 2021), has also critiqued Western modernity for
its low tolerance of what Bauer calls “ambiguity;” which he sees as characteristic of
premodern Islam’s understanding and acceptance of different perspectives. Bauer
faults colonization’s erasure of the epistemic frameworks that birthed this culture
of “ambiguity” in classical Islam and introduced, in the name of modernity, a “fear of
ambiguity and obsession with truth” that Bauer sees as symptomatic of what he
describes as some reformist thought and Salafist groups.®> Bauer’s diagnosis in itself
is hardly refutable. However, this book does not understand premodern Islam in
terms of “ambiguity” as such, nor do I see that the complexity and sophistication
of classical Islam owes itself to a nonchalant attitude to what modernity identi-
fies as “Lockian archetypes as truths” Rather, this book advances an understanding
that is more attentive to the cultural grammar of the formation of the subject, to
which adab as praxis and application is an attestation. The adabized subject’s accep-
tance of multiple perspectives betokens a more intricate intellectual and social lived
experience that is supported by intellectual institutions (adab as example) than a
Weberian “ideal type” (Idealtypus) of “ambiguity” as a defining feature of the social
and cultural phenomenon of tolerance and accepting multiple perspectives.® The
virtue-ethic murti’a, or the ideal human, demonstrating its immanent structure
in premodern Arabic culture, and the formation of the subject, regarded adab as a
literary, analytical, and cultural force owing to its participatory role in knowledge
systems. The embracing of multiple discourses and the ability to accept and enter-
tain other perspectives can also be regarded within the framework of an ethos of
collective knowledge construction and production. Islams keen fascination with
knowledge and learning may have regarded all its epistemic others, even adversar-
ies, as potential contributors to personal but also collective human effort in uni-
versal knowledge conceivably owing to the ethos of Q.49:13; even if the epistemic
other is not an active contributor through scholarship and intellectual life, passive



58 CHAPTER 2

contribution through epistemic otherness is still a contribution through the recog-
nition of the human in the other.*’”

A TRADITION OF READING

To presuppose that there is a tradition of reading means that reading is more than
an act or an activity whether done privately or publicly or in a group. Rather, it is
bound by a tradition. Tradition, Talal Asad maintains, “consists of discourses that
seek to instruct practitioners regarding the correct form and purpose of a given
practice that, precisely because it is established, has a history. These discourses
relate conceptually to a past (when the practice was instituted, and from which
the knowledge of its point and proper performance has been transmitted) and
a future (how the point of that practice can best be secured in the short or long
term, or why it should be modified or abandoned), through a present (how it is
linked to other practices, institutions, and social conditions).”®® In this respect,
a tradition, according to Asad, is “discursive” It is very much alive as it evolves
while it negotiates with and interrogates the past, present, and future. A tradition’s
engagement with the past is not an imitation; rather, it is a conception of what the
practitioners perceive, in Asad’s term, as an apt performance.® In other words,
what constitutes an appropriate and correct performance of the practice; “[a] dis-
cursive tradition does not interpret its foundational texts in a literalist way, nor is
it characterized by blind imitation of predecessors without any consideration of
temporality and change”*

The (Arabic-)Islamic reading tradition, then, is singular in the way it is built
around an interactive text: the Qur'an. The figurative language that comprises
most of the Quran demands engaged and close readers. It may seem surprising to
us now that the allegorical language of the Qur’an left it open to criticism during
the time of the Prophet. The critics, in fact, satirized the Quran, saying that “the
God of Muhammad is using flies and mosquitos to draw parables”®! Peripatetic
al-Zamakhshari (d. 538 AH/1144 CE), who traveled across the Islamicate
(born in Khwarazm and studied in Bukhara and Samarkand before arriving in
Baghdad), calls these critics “ignorant and weak-minded” (jahala wa-sufaha’).”*
Al-Zamakhshari tells us this in the context of explaining the term amthal (sing.
mathal) as allegory in Q.29:43.

Ssallall Y] alass g (ol L3 25 JLid) s
Such are the comparisons We draw for people, though only the wise can grasp them.

Al-Zamakhshari explains the second half of the verse, “though only the wise can
grasp them [metaphors, allegories, examples, similitudes],” as follows:
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That is, none can comprehend their correctness, beauty, and benefit except them,
because examples and similes are only paths to meanings hidden behind veils until
they are brought out, revealed, and depicted for the minds.

Al-Zamakhshari posits that this type of language using amthal would require
a certain reception from the audience/reader to ascertain their correctness
(sihhatuha), beauty (husnuha), and benefit (fa idatuha). He argues that allegories
and figurative language are the way to hidden meanings, which can then be unveiled
to the intellect.” It is interesting to note here that the critics’ point of entry to sati-
rize and mock the language of the Qur’an operated from an anti-literary vantage
point. I say anti-literary and not nonliterary because the community around the
Prophet Muhammad was indeed one with a high and developed literary sensibility
and a recognized competence for poetry. This is indisputable. Their anti-literary
reception of the nature of the mathal therefore is one that rejected to read
the imagery of the language and instead opted for a linear reading that only
saw the perceived irrelevance of “flies” and “mosquitoes.” This related reception of
the mathal focused on the literal rather than conceptual power of the metaphor for
a more complex intellectual engagement. The linear reading focused on the sizes
and nature of insects, which they saw as incommensurate with their perceived
conception of the divine. In this respect, their reception is anti-literary because it
was conscious of the literary nature of the parable as a device and yet it read the
parable literally. An earlier exegete, Baghdad-based al-Tabari (d. 310 AH/923 CE),
explains the mathal in the same context of Q.29:43 as al-ashbah wa-I-naza 'ir, which
indicates that al-Tabari was thinking in terms of similitudes and resemblances.
He does not explain the term, which is an established one in Qur’anic studies
and therefore accessible to the adabized reader, but he gives a clarifying example
from the poetry of al-A‘sha for his reader.” In a similar vein, the Nisapurian
al-Tha'labi (d. 430 AH/1038 CE) defines the mathal as al-ashbah wa-l-awsaf in
the manner of an idiomatic phrase (qawl sa ’ir) that likens the second to the first.”

In his tafsir, one might expect the powerhouse of rhetoric ‘Abd al-Qahir
al-Jurjani (d. 471 AH/1078 CE) to deploy all the rhetorical calisthenics he show-
cased in his seminal works on baldgha, but he seemed reticent to offer so much
as an interpretation or anything beyond the obvious word meanings, synonyms,
and historical contexts. In the mathal of light in Q.24:35 (“God is the Light of the
heavens and earth”), for example, he distinctly says that God’s description using
the light is of the mutashabihat (allegorical verses) and should not be interpreted
(ta'wilaha) after recognizing and believing that God is above being similar
(mujanasa) to the sun or the moon.*® This is understandable given that the mathal
refers to the nature of divine light. Al-Jurjani does the same thing in all the verses
that use figurative language, such as in Q.22:73:
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You people, here is an illustration, so listen carefully: those you call on beside God
could not, even if they combined all their forces, create a fly, and if a fly took some-
thing away from them, they would not be able to retrieve it. How feeble are the peti-
tioners and how feeble are those they petition!

He does not offer any explanation but instead says that the verse is from the
mutashabihat and therefore one must derive its hukm from the muhkamat
(mutashabiha fa-wajaba iltimas hukmiha min al-muhkamat).”” Al-Jurjani differ-
entiates between clear and decisive verses that are obvious in meaning, and he
does not use figurative language as opposed to the metaphorical and allegorical
verses that require a literary interpretation. The Quran speaks of these differences
in Q.3:7: “It is He who has sent this Scripture down to you [Prophet]. Some of
its verses are definite in meaning (muhkam)—these are the cornerstone of the
Scripture—and others are ambiguous (mutashabih). The perverse at heart eagerly
pursue the ambiguities in their attempt to make trouble and to pin down a specific
meaning of their own: only God knows the true meaning. Those firmly grounded
in knowledge say, ‘We believe in it: it is all from our Lord’—only those with real
perception will take heed”

As the verse maintains, the Quran then does not prevent readers from offering
interpretations on the allegorical parts. However, it cautions against abusing the
allegorical nature to offer misleading interpretations and ultimately says no one
knows its interpretation except God. Al-Jurjani refrained from offering any inter-
pretation for the allegorical verses in his tafsir. When compared with the way he
used the Quran in his other works, it seems that he opted not to offer an interpre-
tation of the allegorical verses, unlike his other works of balagha. A similar posi-
tion on this is noticeable in al-Suyuti (d. 911 AH/1505 CE), in Egypt, who refrained
from defining mathal, relying instead on the reader’s understanding as he jumps to
say “those in the Qur’an,” that is, parables in the Qur’an.”® Al-Suyuti even explains
the verse of light (“God is the Light of the heavens and earth”) as “He is illuminat-
ing them with the sun and moon” (munawwiruhuma bi-I-shams wa-I-qamar).*® It
is not possible to ascertain as to why both al-Jurjani and al-Suyuti, well-known lit-
terateurs, refrained from offering a literary reading of allegorical verses. That they
could not read the allegorical or proffer an interpretation is untenable. Equally
implausible would be that they were not aware of previous exegetes’ efforts in
offering explanations and readings for these allegorical verses, which are by far
superior to theirs in these instances.

Damascene historian and exegete Ibn Kathir (d. 774 AH/1373 CE) offers a par-
ticularly interesting anecdote related to Q.29:43. He relates "Ali b. al-Husayn as
saying that reading a verse that he does not understand makes him sad because
of the Quran’s statement that only those with knowledge understand the
amthal of the Qurian. The belief that these amthal require additional effort and
ultimately an engagement with one’s intellectual others in person or through texts
as interlocutors to be able to understand them is not lost on premodern scholars
and adabized readers.
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‘Alib. al-Husayn narrated to us, [from] Ahmad b. ‘Abd al-Rahman, who narrated to
us, [from] my father, who narrated to us, [from] Ibn Sinan who narrated to us, on the
authority of ‘Amr b. Murra, who said: “I never encountered a verse from the Book
of God that I did not know except that it made me sad, because I heard [through
the Quran] God the Most High say: ‘Such are the comparisons We draw for people,

100

though only the wise can grasp them!

Polymath and scientist Nizam al-Din al-Nisapuri (d. 850 AH/1446 CE) offers
a sophisticated approach and exegesis with regard to Q.24:43 as he engages other
scholarship. He relates multiple interpretations, from the usual recounting of pre-
vious scholarship and reasoned opinions beginning with Ibn ‘Abbas’s reading, to
several others including a reference to al-Ghazali’s (d. 505 AH/1111 CE) work on
the allegory of light in his Mishkat al-anwar (The Niche of Lights). Of interest to
us here is al-NisapuarTs nuanced discussion of the layers of light in the parable and
his problematizing of sensory and empirical perception versus discursive percep-
tion. He compares sight with insight, stating that the latter is more powerful than
the former.
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There is no doubt that insight is stronger than sight, because the visual faculty

does not perceive itself, nor does it perceive its perception, nor does it perceive its

instrument, which is the eye. As for the rational faculty, it perceives itself, perceives

its perception, and perceives its instrument in perception, which is the heart or the

mind/brain. Sensory perception is not productive because it does not become a cause

for another sensation, and rational perception becomes a cause for other perceptions
until many sciences come together.'"

This is because, al-Nisapuri maintains, sight (basar) is unaware of itself, its cog-
nizing of its function, and its instrument (the eyes), whereas insight (basira),
which he calls a “rational faculty” (al-quwwa al- ‘aqila), is aware of itself and the
active nature of its own thinking/reflection (tudrik idrakaha) and its instrument in
this cognizance (alat idrakiha), which is the heart or the mind/brain (al-qalb aw
al-dimagh). Al-Nisapuri therefore highlights the vocabulary of experience and the
shortcomings of empiricism not because it relies on the material and sensory expe-
rience but because he sees it as less generative, or unproductive. He observes that it
cannot cause another sensory experience; it cannot reproduce itself. Al-Nisaptri
contends that empirical perception does not produce anything outside itself; it is
a closed circuit. It is also uncritical since it is not generative. Alternatively, he sees
insight as the rational force that is more generative since it produces more insights.
In this respect, he is closer to al-Ghazals idea of the “intuition” (hads), which is
similarly generative.'”” Al-Ghazali highlights the importance of the purity of the
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self (nafs) and heart (qalb) as faculties that can receive divine insights or intuitive
understanding. The idea is explored in Ibn Tufayl's Hayy b. Yaqzan (see chapter 3).

Mathal by default privileges the realm of insight and flashes of intuition in
its discourse-generating nature. In this respect, situating Ibn al-Mugqaffa“s
privileging of mathal as an aesthetic site of generating hospitable discourse and
his defense of it, as understood from his choice to translate Kalila wa-Dimna
and his legitimization of adab in light of an Arabic-Islamic tradition of reading,
should be rewarding. Ibn al-Mugqaffa“s privileging of mathal could be under-
stood in light of this working framework of adab that he gave us. This mechanism
of the give and take of the same element, of adab as water penetrating the seeds,
and simultaneously the fruit of the seed itself, as the parable of the seed shows, is
the act of discourse itself, which yields the growth Ibn al-Mugqaffa“ speaks about.
However, this act requires a certain type of reader: the adabized reader is the one
who employs critical reflection (basar) and performs critique with courage and
resolve/will (‘azm). The adabized reader is therefore engaged courageously
and shows resoluteness ( ‘azm) with a will to read and then critique independently
without crippling or self-imposed intellectual dependency, or overbearing guid-
ance and authority—sometimes in the form of guided prefaces. In this respect,
adab becomes discourse that is not only performed by adabized readers—it also
simultaneously fashions these readers. In the realm of adab as text, the textual
consequences are innovation and literary excellence. However, Ibn al-Mugqafta“
did not separate adab from the social context. The engagement in this discourse by
the adabized reader creates what I have discussed as the sphere of adab as praxis.
This sphere bridges the textual and social realms, where the grammar of adab is
applied beyond written texts, transforming them into tools for self-cultivation
but also as technologies of the self.

This social success that Ibn al-Mugqaffa® speaks of extends beyond making a
good life. It also involves the intellectual circulation of texts that simultaneously
compete with each other through critique, such as the aforementioned example
of al-Yamani and many others who are beyond the scope of this chapter. These
adabizing technologies of the self allowed the social accommodation of counter-
discourse, such as in the case of al-Yamani, within the realm of adab. It therefore
established itself as critique through adab and thus a form of social praxis that is
focused on social poiésis: the maintaining and making of harmony through adab
even in disagreement. It is the generative act of making and creating “something”
through an adabized means; the choice to critique, in a literary form, other works
(for their artistic, political merits or shortcoming) is one that shows by example
the praxis of both agreement and disagreement.

The generative force of adab at large, and mathal in particular, invites participa-
tory reading. Reading then becomes a praxis that partakes in the textual and the
social as it encourages and generates different readings through active learning
by oneself, or with others, or against them but yet engaging with or against them
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within the frame of murt’a and adab. While engaged in this discourse readers
are simultaneously competing for different human truths in these literary engage-
ments and ultimately for literary power but also literary richness. Much like the
image of the tree in the Quran that keeps growing out of a single word, the mul-
tiple growths are incremental and collective knowledge that are built on top of
each other with and against others.

Adab as a framework, as a mode of reading, allows us to understand the intri-
cacies of this intellectual and social institution beyond clichés. It opens a horizon
where our theorization of the grammar of adab reveals these conceptual net-
works between the theoretical and the practical and how certain practices can
allow individuals to develop technologies of the self and effect transformations on
themselves and by extension on the ecology of knowledge production within this
adabized and adabizing sphere.



3

Adab as Discourse

Text(s) as Interlocutor(s)

ADAB AS INTERLOCUTOR(S) AND THE ADAB SPHERE

It may appear from chapter 2 that discourse, as Ibn al-Muqafta“s shu 1b al-hadith
through reasoned opinion as Ibn Sinas ifddat al-ara’ demonstrate, would only
be related to interpretative possibilities of the figural and the mathal universe of
Kalila wa-Dimna. Beside these interpretive possibilities, Hayy b. Yagzan should
also act as a case in point of how a text can function as an interlocutor in the
adab sphere: an aesthetic site of critique and discourse. In this respect, an inter-
locutor is not passive but synergistic. Ibn Tufayl’s epistle gives us ample room for
displaying how a literary work can both represent a crisis in understanding and
participate in resolving it, thereby acting as an interlocutor and allowing others to
engage in the adab sphere. On the macro level, the crisis in understanding refers
to the citational activity Ibn Tufayl performs in the exordium, which points to his
own and others’ reading, reasoned opinions, and judgments (ra 'y) hence critique
of said authors. It refers to crises of understanding factored in time, which Ibn
Tufayl says he will rectify for the young disciple as a distillation of his own read-
ing as an introduction. There are explicit references to crises of understanding,
as Ibn Tufayl mentions that readers may have misunderstood some elements in
al-Ghazali’s Mishkat al-anwar, as one example. On the micro level, the narrative of
Hayy b. Yaqzan deploys the process of “understanding” itself as a perpetual crisis
in the text: from the level of self and Hayy’s understanding of his difference from
the animals, to the absence of language as an accepted vehicle of understanding
and communication from the beginning, until he reaches the people of the island
with Absal and Salaman, where Hayy encounters the diversity of understand-
ing and reception of his teaching and counter-critique and counter-discourse.
The text as interlocutor therefore shows the critical stances of the conception of
64
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discourse, critique, and understanding both in itself and toward other texts, as well
as the historical conditions of discourse and what Hans-Georg Gadamer calls the
historical conditioning of understanding.*

DISCOURSE: TEXT AS INTERLOCUTOR

Ibn Tufayl’s twelfth-century Hayy b. Yaqzan has an intertext. The physician and
philosopher Ibn Sina wrote a short epistle titled Risalat Hayy b. Yagzan (The
Epistle of Hayy b. Yaqzan), related by an unnamed narrator. The epistle revolves
around an elderly, well-traveled, handsome man with a certain air of authority
about him. This man, named Hayy, meets the narrator, who is traveling with three
other people. The three travelers represent mendacity, violence, and licentious-
ness, in this order.” Like the narrator and his company, Hayy, too, is traveling.
The latter appears wiser than the narrator as he warns him that he is surrounded
by evil company that could and will have detrimental effects on him. The man in
question, the narrator, seems to agree with Hayy’s reading of the situation and his
judgment of his company. The narrator, as Ibn Sina seems to be telling us, is ratio-
nal thought (reason), and upon meeting Hayy, who represents the active intellect
(al-‘agl al-fa“‘al) and the seat of understanding, the narrator realizes how these
human desires and inclinations are not conducive to his journey.’

A century later, rather than anticipating a Kerouacian literary work with Hayy
meeting characters while traveling as Ibn Sina did, Ibn Tufayl takes another
approach to the idea. Ibn Tufayl mentions Ibn Sina in his introduction, paying
homage to the philosopher. Though strangely, according to Murad Idris, “he may
or may not have known these other texts. Because his allegory is very different
from Ibn Sina’s two stories”* According to Dimitri Gutas, these particular works of
Ibn Sina were unknown in Andalusia during Ibn Tufayl’s time, though Ibn Tufayl
might have read other works by Ibn Sina including Remarks and Admonitions and
The Book of Healing.® He did not seem to have read the latter’s epistle in full. It
appears, then, according to Gutas, that he came across a paraphrase of the story.®
Ibn Tufayl geographically situates his epistle and its characters and events on an
unnamed island. The island is uninhabited by other humans except for the infant
Hayy, whose birth origins are given some etiological options by the author. Two
birth origins are proposed by the author:” the first is that Hayy’s mother puts him
in a chest to float on the river until he reaches the island randomly, which evokes
the Quranic story of the infant Moses and his mother, as she tries to protect him
from the despotism of Pharaoh by putting him in a chest to float on the Nile in
Egypt, as attested in Q.28:7-8 (“We inspired Moses’s mother, saying, ‘Suckle him,
and then, when you fear for his safety, put him in the river: do not be afraid, and
do not grieve, for We shall return him to you and make him a messenger”)
and Q.20:38-39 (“We inspired your mother, saying, ‘Put your child into the chest,
then place him in the river. Let the river wash him on to its bank, and he will be
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taken in by an enemy of Mine and his I showered you with My love and planned
that you should be reared under My watchful eye”). The other option is Hayy’s
spontaneous generation from the earth, which could be read as an imaginative
fictionalization of the creation narrative and the origin of humankind from clay or
earth (Q.23:12: “We created man from an essence of clay”). And although Hayy was
alone on the island, he felt a compulsory need to cover himself. He did so using
tree leaves as Adam and Eve did in the creation story after the Fall (Q.7:22: “Their
nakedness became exposed to them when they had eaten from the tree: they began
to put together leaves from the Garden to cover themselves”). The other reading of
the spontaneous generation is an interpretation that leans more toward the natural
sciences as some scholars, premodern and modern, maintained. As Peter Adam-
son describes, the commitment to the spontaneous generation was not lost on Ibn
Tufayl’s contemporaries and those after him. It was not an anomaly. “A couple of
generations later, al-Marrakushi went so far as to claim that Hayy is intended ‘to
explicate the origins of the human race according to the school of thought of the
[natural sciences].”®

In the epistle, a doe finds Hayy and breastfeeds and raises him. As all mortal
beings must, the doe dies. Hayy thus learns about death and the soul when the
doe, his mother, dies. He then dissects her body to discover the cause of death.’
Hayy is following what is known as the scientific methodology or what Ibn Sina
mentioned in his treatise al-Burhan (On Demonstration) of his book al-Shifa . The
method of scientific inquiry is summarized in the question “How does one acquire
the first principles of a science?”" In this case, how does Hayy, or the scientist,
“arrive at the initial axioms or hypotheses of a deductive science without inferring
them from some more basic premises?”"! “The ideal situation, Ibn Sina tells us, is
when one grasps that a per se relation holds between the terms, which would allow
for absolute, universal certainty. Ibn Sin4 then adds two further, perhaps more
interesting, methods used by ancient and medieval scientists for arriving at first
principles. These are Aristotelian induction (Arabic istiqrd’, Greek epagdégé) and
examination or experimentation (Arabic tajriba, Greek empeiria).”'*

Through the scientific method Hayy discovers death. He not only becomes
perplexed with the logistics of death and burial, as Cain did upon killing his
brother Abel when he was inspired by the crow (Q.5:31: “God sent a raven to
scratch up the ground and show him how to cover his brother’s corpse and he
said, ‘Woe is me! Could I not have been like this raven and covered up my broth-
er’s body?” He became remorseful”)—he also becomes preoccupied with death
on a metaphysical level. “Death,” Marwa Elshakry and Murad Idris maintain,
“therefore was the first lesson of metaphysics.”** He then becomes absorbed in
reflection, meditation, observing plants, animals, celestial bodies, and the uni-
verse at large to finally arrive at the conclusion, using reason, that everything
must originate from a First Cause. After much contemplation and investigation,
at the age of fifty, he reaches illumination and becomes capable of “beholding
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the divine”" Hayy’s discovery of the First Cause is reminiscent of the story of
Abraham (Ibrahim) in Q.6:74-79.

Remember when Abraham said to his father, Azar, “How can you take idols as gods?
I see that you and your people have clearly gone astray” In this way We showed Abra-
ham [God’s] mighty dominion over the heavens and the earth, so that he might be a
firm believer. When the night grew dark over him he saw a star and said, “This is my
Lord,” but when it set, he said, “I do not like things that set” And when he saw the
moon rising he said, “This is my Lord,” but when it too set, he said, “If my Lord does
not guide me, I shall be one of those who go astray” Then he saw the sun rising and
cried, “This is my Lord! This is greater” But when the sun set, he said, “My people,
I disown all that you worship beside God. I have turned my face as a true believer
towards Him who created the heavens and the earth. I am not one of the polytheists.”

The Qurian relates that Abraham was able, through reflection alone, to realize
that there is a First Cause. Scholar and exegete al-Razi also relates that most exe-
getes recount a story about Abraham’s childhood as follows: the king at the time,
where Abraham’s family lived, had a dream. It was interpreted that a boy would
be born who would threaten the king’s reign and dominion. The king ordered that
all newborn boys be killed. Abraham’s mother, though pregnant, did not disclose
this pregnancy in public. When the time came to give birth, she went to a distant
cave and delivered Abraham and left him there, coming every day to breastfeed
him until he grew older and started questioning her, saying, “Who is my Lord?”
She said, “I am” He then asked, “And who is your Lord?” “Your father is” He
then asked his father, “And who is your Lord?” The father replied, “The king is”
It is related that Abraham was not satisfied with these answers, so he then went
outside the cave to look at the stars and celestial bodies until he cognized that
there is a First Cause, or a Creator, for everything."” While Ibn Tufayl did not read
Ibn Sind’s aforementioned allegorical Epistle of Hayy b. Yaqzan, it could be argued
that the Qurlanic references to the creation story, Adam and Eve, and the stories
of both Moses and Abraham are all part of the Islamic narrative repository and
register. He might also have been familiar with the backstories circulating in select
exegeses, although this is difficult to prove, since it cannot be ascertained which
works of exegesis he had access to. Abraham’s background is not mentioned in the
Quran; it is only in exegeses that this story is mentioned. However, Moses’s story,
which shares a similar infanthood with Hayy, is related in the Quran.

Ibn Sind’s late-ninth-century tale in Baghdad was perhaps popular or became
appropriated and summarized in other texts and also circulated orally in scholarly
gatherings in the adab sphere such that it reached Ibn Tufayl in twelfth-century
Spain. The tale itself did not stop at Ibn Tufayl. The twelfth-century philosopher
al-Suhrawardi, who became an eponym of the Illuminationist (ishrdqi) philo-
sophical tradition, also wrote an epistle in the form of a story based on Ibn Sina’s
short epistle titled al-Ghurba al-gharbiyya (Occidental Exile) in intellectual
admiration but also as a form of participation in an ongoing discourse identified
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by al-Suhrawardi as belonging to spiritual allusions. Al-Suhrawardi acknowledged
the story of Hayy b. Yaqzan’s novel ideas and its author’s talent and proposed to
add what he thought would be another take, perhaps complementary, on aspects
of Ibn Sin&’s story.'®
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To begin: When I saw the tale of Hayy ibn Yaqzan, I found it, despite its wonder-
ful spiritual sayings and profound allusions, devoid of intimations which beckon

towards the Greatest Experience which is the Great Overwhelming ([Q.]79:34),
treasured in the Divine Books."®

Another literary response, but to Ibn Tufayl’s Hayy b. Yaqzan, not Ibn Sina’s, is the
thirteenth-century physician Ibn al-Nafis’s epistle Fadil b. Natiq (Virtuous Son
of Rational) or al-Risala al-kamiliyya."* Mostly famous for his work in describ-
ing the pulmonary circulation of the blood, Ibn al-Nafis also responded to the
epistle with a changed name for the protagonist and represented him as the feral
child turned theologian (The Self-Taught Theologian, or Theologus autodidac-
tus, as known in translation) on the unnamed island and added new elements,
such as medicine.

Theoretically, it is enriching to observe the many literary responses to the dif-
ferent tales of Hayy b. Yaqzan. In poetry, critics would normally call this mu ‘aradat
(imitations); however, this term in translation lacks the inner workings of its criti-
cal mechanism. A poem that engages in an act of mu ‘Grada is not an imitation as
such but can be also an engagement in discourse and critique in the sphere of adab
and often of its paternal poem. It is engaging in a discourse with an interlocutor.
Looking at these texts in consortium, then, it would appear that they had their
own agreements/disagreements with the engaged text; these engaged texts become
textual interlocutors. The aforementioned literary responses are creative endeav-
ors, not imitations; they are a creative critique of the work they are engaging with.
Ibn Tufayl himself is engaging with the various texts he cited at the exordium
on the level of micro critique of theories of perception, intuition, thought, and
language. While they are part of a wider adab sphere, it is useful to consider these
engagements as discursive critique. This is because while they are engaging in a
discourse (shu ‘itb al-hadith) inspired by a textual interlocutor, they are simultane-
ously applying critique to the text through response, agreement, and/or disagree-
ment, in part or whole.

Ibn Tufayl uses the exordium to chart an answer to a question that readers
are not privy to but may intuit from the map he offers to his interlocutor of his
own readings, background, sources, and the trajectory of readings from Ibn Sina,
al-Farabi, Ibn Bajja, al-Ghazali, Sufi poets, and Greek philosophy, to mention a
few. Ibn Tufayl does not list descriptively but rather charts critically his intellectual
journey through the corpus of these scholars and philosophers and provides his
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critique. He maintains that he did not find their ideas wholly convincing or intel-
lectually satisfying. He avers:
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Do not think that the philosophy that reached us through the books of Aristotle
and Abu Nasgr [al-Farabi] and in [Ibn Sin@s] The Book of Healing is enough for this

purpose that I want; and do not think that anyone in Andalusia who wrote anything
on it has sufficed.”

Ibn Tufayl criticizes al-FarabT’s philosophy and calls it skeptical (kathirat al-shukiik)
and defines this skepticism with a paradox he found in al-Farabi’s writing. Ibn Tufayl
faults al-Farabi for saying that the evil souls will remain in eternal pain after death
in his Doctrine of the Virtuous City (Ara’ ahl al-madina al-fadila), but then al-Farabi
contradicts this opinion in his Political Regime (al-Siyasa al-madaniyya). Ibn Tufayl
adds that al-Farabi in his commentary on Aristotle’s Ethics talks about happiness as
a pursuit that is only concerned with this world and any talk of the hereafter is old
people’s tales (khurafat ‘aja iz).*' Ibn Tufayl objects to this, saying that this thought
can lead people to despair and to give up on God’s mercy if the virtuous and the
evil are both regarded as equal and have the same state. He maintains that this is a
mistake that should not be uttered (zalla la tuqal). Ibn Tufayl also criticizes what he
calls al-FarabT’s bad belief on the issue of prophecy (sit* mu ‘taqadihi fi al-nubuwwa)
and al-Farabis preference for philosophy over prophecy.” With respect to the last
point, it is an apt juncture to clarify some misunderstandings about Ibn Tufayl’s
own position on prophecy and religion in general and in the epistle. Some scholars
read the epistle as a refutation of the need for religion and prophecy altogether, that
“Hayy does not see the relevance of any revealed religion. But once he comes into
contact with other men in society, he realizes that a revealed religion is perhaps the
lesser evil”?® As Asad Q. Ahmed maintains, the world that came after al-Ghazali
had the same attitude toward reason well into the late nineteenth century in several
fields. These scholars were neither marginal nor on the fringes of society but oper-
ated in fields of Qurianic studies, exegesis, hadith, mathematics, astronomy, and
so on. Therefore, as Ahmed argues, “the simple and naive binaries of reason vs.
revelation, rationalist vs. scripturalist, Golden Age vs. Dark Ages, and philosopher
vs. mulla, must be simply discarded—to say of course nothing of the conceptually
ill-equipped and displaced categories such as orthodoxy, cleric, and seminary in
the Muslim context”* In the same vein, Emilio Gonzalez-Ferrin also maintains
that it is “essential to give up the monolithic understanding of philosophy as poised
against religion especially when dealing with medieval thought in general, and with
Jewish/Muslim/Christian thought in particular”>

Ibn Tufayl seems to intellectually admire Ibn Sina. He praises his commen-
tary on Aristotle and says that Ibn Sina added more than what reached us from
Aristotle. This is not surprising since Ibn Tufayl seems to have responded to a
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paraphrase of Ibn Sina’s short epistle, albeit never reaching him, bearing the same
title: Hayy b. Yagzan, as previously mentioned. Ibn Tufayl’s admiration of and affin-
ity with Ibn Sina has been explained in terms of “theoretical Sufism” (ahl al-nazar)
but not “experiential Sufism” (ahl al-dhawq), that is, those who tasted and expe-
rienced the spiritual and intellectual states they describe. In this respect, it can be
argued that both Ibn Sinas and Ibn Tufayls representation of mysticism can
be considered as a taqlid, or perhaps abstract and theoretical, but not a lived
practical experience of mysticism.? Ibn Tufayl describes Ibn Sind’s al-falsafa al-
mashrigiyya as the truth that is without confusion (al-haqq al-ladhi la jamjama
fihi).*” He also does not critique Ibn Sina like others. While Ibn Sina commented
on Aristotle and explained his philosophy in al-Shifa’ (The Healing), he added
original ideas to it through the commentary in what Ibn Tufayl identified as the
parts that are not found in Aristotle, in other words, Ibn Sind’s original thought,
and the work he calls al-falsafa al-mashriqiyya.*®

Ibn Tufayl then concludes with al-Ghazalf’s scholarly views that he finds plau-
sible in parts but not so much in others. He maintains that al-Ghazal’s views
suffer from contradiction and indecisiveness because sometimes his book con-
firms one idea then he contradicts it in another book. Ibn Tufayl also takes him
to task because of his classification of views into (a) that which is common with
the majority of people and is shared with them; (b) that which depends on the
addressee and/or students; and (c) that which one only keeps to oneself and shares
with like-minded people.”” But Ibn Tufayl also seems to include this classification
in the epistle as evident in the meeting between Hayy and the people of the island,
who can be categorized into what al-Ghazali describes as ahl al-salama (people of
safety) or al- ‘awamm (the common people). Extremely intellectually sheltered, in
fact, the people of the island’s ruler forbids activities that may encourage acts of
intellectual courage and intellectual independence. Al-Ghazali also mentions the
other type of people as al-khawass (the distinctive ones) or ahl al-dhaka’ wa-I-
basira (people of intelligence and insight). Absal is an example of this type. The
final type al-Ghazali mentions are the sophists or ahl al-jadal, who are an oftshoot
of the distinctive intelligent ones and who argue for the sake of argument or mak-
ing a show, because in reality they hold prejudices and are not interested in the
truth.’® Ibn Tufayl then quotes al-Ghazali’s pedagogical framework where the lat-
ter says, “if after all this culminated in nothing but contributing to your doubt and
skepticism in your inherited beliefs, it is enough as a benefit (yushakkik fi i ‘tigadika
al-mawrith la-kafa bi-dhalika naf ‘an). He who does not doubt (yashukk) does not
critique/critically reason (yanzur), and he who does not critique/critically reason
(yanzur) does not see/comprehend (yubsir), and he who does not see/comprehend
will remain in blindness and confusion (al- ‘ama wa-I-hira)”** Ibn Tufayl further
adds a couplet by al-Mutanabbi (d. 354 AH/965 CE), cautioning against taqlid,
which al-Ghazali uses to adduce his idea:
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Take what you see and leave what is passed down through hearsay
In the bright sunlight, what suffices against Saturn.

PERCEPTION, INTUITION, AND THE “E” WORD

Hayy b. Yaqzan's perceived “empiricism,” perhaps read through Ibn Sin@s per-
ceived “empiricism” as well, which is often compared to John Locke’s, can be read
inaccurately if one is not careful. There is not a simple answer as to whether the
aforementioned claim is true or false despite efforts to peg Ibn Sina as an empiri-
cist, retrospectively, in the Lockean sense.** The principal problems this claim
faces include Ibn Sina’s epistemology regarding celestial bodies, unseen things,
immaterial substances, and God. With no help of sense perception and only
through “intellective reasoning,” “experience” is “unnecessary for the origination
of these conceptions”® “This ‘empiricist’ reading primarily aims at defeating a
previously standard reading of Avicenna according to which ‘Avicenna is a ratio-
nalist, believes in ‘a priori concepts, and uses them to construct ‘a priori proofs’
for the existence of God”** Ibn Sind’s epistemology is constructed on “ma ‘Gni as
conceived and mental states and attitudes”*

Admittedly, while Hayy relies on sense perception, he relies largely on “intel-
lective reasoning” for the unseen and the immaterial, which is represented as
“understood” or “perceived” but “inexpressible” The very language of “sight”
and the pedagogical influence of both Ibn Sina and al-Ghazali can be seen in
Hayy’s experience after his doe mother dies; his thought process, mental con-
tent, and experience are described in the narrative using the verbs of sight such
as when the boy first saw his dead mother (ra’aha). Then he started to look at
and examine (yanzur) her ears and eyes and body to see if there is a perceptible
cause of death till the end of the famous body dissection until he realizes that
it was an internal organ that failed and caused the death. The verb used here to
describe his thought process through intellective reasoning is “he discerned/
intuited” (waqa ‘a fi khatirihi).* The description of the process of understand-
ing, from a crisis of understanding to plausible interpretation and analysis, is
related as having culminated in an insight; the flash of intuition (hads) with
which an idea is perceived. This is one of al-Ghazalf’s influences on Ibn Tufayl.
So renowned was this intellectual contribution of al-Ghazali, the prophetic intu-
ition that comes as a flash of lightning, that it can also be seen in Dante’s (d. 721
AH/1321 CE) Paradiso: “Se non che la mia mente fu percossa / da un fulgore in
che sua voglia venne” (33.140-41) (But then my mind was struck by light that
flashed / and, with this light, received what it had asked).” The flash of light
(fulgore) here refers to intuition with which the poet received his wish. Dante’s
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knowledge of al-Ghazali, which is confirmed by his mentioning him in his work
Convivio, comes mediated through the Latin translation of Albertus Magnus or
Albert the Great (d. 679 AH/1280 CE).*®

However, Ibn Tufayl also criticizes al-Ghazali’s pedagogy as cyphered, full
of symbols, and only accessible to a select few who have the aptitude or who
were taught its meaning.** He then points to a misreading in the reception of
al-Ghazali’s Mishkat al-anwar where some attributed a gross misinterpretation
of al-Ghazall’s words related to the Oneness of the divine (al-wahdaniyya). Ibn
Tufayl treats these as “misreaders,” whom I should like to call “errorists” (see
chapter 4). Ibn Tufayl identifies them as (intellectual) oppressors (zalimiin) not
only against the divine but against al-Ghazali.* He then tells us that he stud-
ied the corpus of al-Ghazali and Ibn Sina and checked them against each other
(sarafa ba ‘dahuma ila ba ‘d) in addition to the circulating views of his time until
he arrived at a correct view, through research, disputations, and critique (al-bahth
wa-l-nazar).*' The latter is a major contribution by al-Ghazali as shown in his
Thya’ ‘ulim al-din (The Revivication of Religious Sciences) and his reasoning
and methods that “developed requiring nazar, speculation in philosophical theol-
ogy as the means of access to salvation”** Ibn Tufayl’s act of intellectual insaf (see
chapter 4) or giving due intellectual justice can only be performed through the
propelling force of critique as nazar. Only then, he says, was he able to present
in the epistle what he could attribute to himself. Ibn Tufayl then cautions his
addressee that if he disclosed all the results of his research and the conclusion
explicitly (ghayat ma intahayna ilayhi) without the addressee reviewing its intro-
ductory foundations (tuhakkim mabadi aha), it would not benefit them any more
than if it was an imitation (amr taqlidi mujmal). Ibn Tufayl adds that the master-
ing of scholarship requires time, effort, and motivation. Serious study demands the
sincerity of the addressee’s will ( ‘azm).* However, he tells his addressee that what
he offers now is a simple glimpse (lamha yasira) to whet the appetite (al-tashwiq)
and to motivate the addressee on entering this path.* He says this is in his descrip-
tion of the story of Hayy b. Yaqzan.

LANGUAGE, CRITIQUE, AND LINGUISTIC BEINGS

One interpretation of the absence of language in Hayy’s life is that human beings are
able to reach divine truths and other truths through reason without the influence or
inculcation of social conditioning mediated through language. I propose an alter-
native reading that problematizes the absence of language, such that it was made
absent not to emphasize the role of reason alone but to comment on both the inad-
equacy of language in the context of divine truths and the nature of language itself.

It appears then that Ibn Tufayl, like Ibn al-Mugaffa‘, coated the ideas and
concepts he mentioned in the introduction in a figurative language and, accord-
ing to him, simplified them in an interesting manner. On the one hand, this is
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their legitimization of adab. On the other, the use of figurative language gives an
instance of the aforementioned crisis of understanding in relation to al-Ghazalrs
views as well as those of others and especially where language is concerned. Ibn
Tufayl deliberately points that there is more to the concepts his addressee asked
about where the mystical experiences are concerned: “[They] cannot be put into a
book. ... For, clothed in letters and sounds and brought into the perceptible world,
it [mystical experience] cannot remain, in any way, what it was. . . . But on the
other hand you may desire a discursive, intellectualized introduction to this expe-
rience. And this—God honor you with His intimacy—is something that can be
put into words and set down in books”** Ibn Tufayl here makes a reference to the
inadequacy of language. This is also a nod to the Ghazalian concept of what Ebra-
him Moosa identifies as the “extralinguistic,”*® where the verbal expression or rep-
resentation of divine truths is concerned. In al-Mungidh min al-dalal (Deliverance
from Error), al-Ghazali speaks about his struggle to make sense of phenomena
and experience that go beyond the range of our usual instruments of perception.
He discusses mystical experiences as follows: “Language will be narrow for these
experiences (darajat yadiq ‘anha al-nutq) . . . anyone who attempts to express
(yu ‘abbir) these [experiences], his words will contain some blatant errors (khata’
sarih), which cannot be avoided (Ia yumkinuhu al-ihtirdz ‘anhu)”*” He maintains
that to attain unmediated “presence” to experience the truth one must expand
one’s discursive apparatus so that it includes the intelligibility of symbols. In the
end, al-Ghazali concedes that linguistic references to God must by necessity be
viewed as a product of metaphoric expression and figurative expansion.*

Hayy’s nonexistent language and speech throughout dramatizes his thought
process not on the level of speech but on the level of logic and mental content. This
evokes the tenth-century debate between al-Sirafi (d. 368 AH/978 CE) and Ibn
Matta (d. 328 AH/940 CE) on whether logic or grammar was the way to think.*
By the time Ibn Tufayl wrote his epistle in the twelfth century, he would have
been exposed to the various views on this debate, especially as a reader of philoso-
phy and theology as he himself attested, explicitly naming Ibn Sina as one of his
sources. In his book al-Shifa’, Ibn Sina investigates the debated issue of the extent
to which the logician must be concerned with the features of language: “An investi-
gation of vocal form is a matter of necessity, and yet vocal forms are not something
that the logician qua logician should concern himself with, unless [he is simply
using them] in conversation or discussion with others. If it were possible to study
logic through pure thought with only the mental contents themselves observed,
then that would be enough. If the logician were to be able to apprise his interlocu-
tor of that which is in his soul through some contrivance, then he would be able to
dispense with vocal forms.”*

Hayy’s mental contents and intuition are outside language as a vocal vehicle but
not language as an abstraction and mental content as Ibn Sina would tell us. This
is also evident when Hayy meets Absal for the first time.*
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Hayy tried to calm Absal with sounds he had learned from the animals and by patting
his head. He stroked his cheeks and smiled at him until, eventually, Absal regained
composure and realised that Hayy meant him no harm.”

The encounter between Hayy and Absal reveals to us it is not so much the linguistic
exchange that occurred between them, or would have occurred if Hayy possessed
language, but rather the respective mental contents of Hayy and Absal. Hayy was
communicating in a medium other than one readily available for human compre-
hension. Absal understands the mental contents of Hayy, the literal voices of Hayy,
which are symbolic, as he uses, or rather borrows, animal voices from nature, to
communicate friendliness. The process of understanding in the narrative here
is not represented as a crisis but rather as an argument, even a critique of some
positions on logic and philosophy. “The relationships with which Avicenna was
concerned were between mental contents more than they were between mental
content and vocal form. Language comes into the logical picture only as an acci-
dent, by accident. To understand the relation between ‘human’ and ‘not-human’ is
to understand the implications of one piece of mental content for another piece of
mental content, not one bit of language for another bit of language>

Hayy eventually learns language with Absal as his teacher, who is represented
as a philologist of sorts. We are told he has a passion for hermeneutics and inter-
pretation, which perhaps explains the drive and passion to speak most languages
(li-mahabbatihi fi ‘ilm al-ta 'wil qad ta ‘allam akthar al-alsun).>* However, as they
exchange notes on various concepts, Hayy comes to the conclusion that the peo-
ple’s understanding of certain concepts that he had arrived at earlier, extralinguis-
tically, is and has become literal. He uses imagery of beasts to describe their state
alluding to the simile in Q.25:44 (“They are just like cattle—no, they are further
from the path”).”® Although the people of the island are described as kind and
virtuous (muhibbin li-I-khayr), they are unable to understand Hayy. Their lack
of understanding is diagnosed as a lack in fitra (nags fitratihim), which is the
Islamic understanding of “uncorrupted natural disposition” as the pure state of
human beings at birth in alignment with the divine (inclined toward the good
always hence fully “human,” inclined toward the rational and beautiful, and
accepting monotheism naturally).” Hayy’s diagnosis may be the effect not the
cause of their understanding since we are told a few lines earlier that the ruler of
the island, Salaman, prohibited isolation and individual time and forced people to
stay in groups and never be alone: “Salaman, averse to contemplation and personal
choice, urged commitment to society.”*® The ruler of the island therefore inhibits
the full development of murai’a of its inhabitants, which the narrative diagnosed
as naqs fitra or a lack in proper expression of humanity and human nature; it has
been corrupted. Through the hermeneutic encounter with Hayy, the people of the
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island were unable to exercise what has been discussed earlier as the basar and
nazar or to offer a critical exchange and approach Hayy from a liminal perspective.
At the end of the epistle, when Hayy becomes convinced that the discourse with the
people of the island is futile because they cannot seem to understand his ideas,
the narrator tells us, “When he understood people’s nature and that the major-
ity of them are like the nonspeaking animal . . ” (fa-lamma fahima ahwal al-nas
wa-anna aktharahum bi-manzilat al-hayawan ghayr al-ndtiq . . .).” The reference
to speech as a differentiator here between humans and nonhumans is intriguing,
since the people of the island do talk. It is reminiscent of ‘Umar b. al-Khattab’s
(d. 23 AH/644 CE) motivation to people to learn Arabic to increase their murii’a,
hence humanity. It is not that people around ‘Umar did not speak Arabic, but it is
understood that it is an incentive to learn the nuances of the language or what
is understood as the “width/richness of Arabic” (si ‘at al- ‘arabiyya). This is remi-
niscent of what philologist al-Anbari (d. 577 AH/1181 CE) called the “secrets of Ara-
bic” (asrar al- ‘arabiyya), partaking in the titular genre of unlocking the secrets of
language by using the title “secrets,” after al-Jurjants (d. 471 AH/1078 CE) ground-
breaking Asrar al-balagha. The learning of Arabic and its “secrets” is therefore
believed to remove the individual from the confines of narrow meanings, which
would beget narrow thinking, and instead allow access to wider meanings and
thinking. It is worth reiterating that Absal, the only one able to understand Hayy
and probably transcend the draconian intellectual molds of Salaman to devote
time to study, is the one who studied adab: hermeneutics, interpretations, and lan-
guages. In other words, Ibn Tufayl is doubly legitimizing adab through the fictive
character of Absal as an example of the adabized interlocutor qua adabized reader.

Hayy becomes an undesirable stranger because the people of the island do not
think they are necessarily obligated to him in their process of understanding or
self-understanding in particular. The people of the island operate from a sense of
certainty that communicates a material truth that is hard to shake: this perceived
world is attainable. What Hayy challenges therefore is the idea of “the unattain-
ability of the world” as such or a world beyond the senses to which the only means
is the extralinguistic. In this respect, the narrative offers us a more complex tale
beyond the binaries that the people of the island represent “religion” as a category
and Hayy represents “freethinking” and “secularism” as another. This is inaccu-
rate. In other words, language as a carrier of the conceptualizations and mental
contents of Hayy as well as the people of the island does not make either one of
them less true in their attempt to express “divine truths” of their faith. The latter
tests the reliability and limits of language, not the other way around. Language
use in this case becomes a theophanic vehicle. It attempts to present a percep-
tible manifestation of the divine to humanity. Hayy offers a narrative that is deeply
entrenched in the language of the Qur’an as it tells us of both the unattainability
and uncertainty of this world. In Q.57:20, the Qurian explains that this world is
illusory in nature (“Bear in mind that the present life is just a game, a diversion,
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an attraction, a cause of boasting among you, of rivalry in wealth and children. It
is like plants that spring up after the rain: their growth at first delights the sowers,
but then you see them wither away, turn yellow, and become stubble”). The people
of the island treat life and everything about it with a worrisome certainty. Hayy
attempts to explain the unattainability of this certainty; indeed, like the mathal
of the plant in the verse, certainty is unsupported because of the very nature of
transience and the illusory nature of the world as a “game”” The language of Hayy,
figurative as it is, points to the nature of this world; it reveals the limits of language
not the limits of faith. The people of the island materialized the language into
concrete things. Al-Ghazali “had to concede that all linguistic reference to God
must by necessity be viewed as a product of metaphoric expression and figurative
expansion.”® Hayy’s experience of the divine was what al-Ghazali would define as
extralinguistic, and unlike the people of the island, his experience was not a crisis
of understanding and language; rather, it is an experience that is ineffable. “For the
great mystics, this crisis of language is defined not as crisis but as ecstasy; a posses-
sion by the Divine which renders the subject (the mystic) speechless through total
communion or union—which requires a total erasure of identity, of self”*!

What the people of the island fail to show is critique and independent think-
ing or a little courage as Absal’s etymology shows. This intellectual habitus was
manufactured, imposed on them by the ruler, whom we are told had little time for
interpretation and thus preferred literal meanings or that the latter were simpler
and easier. Critique and independent thinking are both definitions of muri’a as
basar and nazar, which is the framework of the epistle as Ibn Tufayl related in his
exordium, and as established in the earlier chapters. The absence of critique and
independent thinking and their expression removes the person from the status of
human to nonhuman, not because of the absence of language as such but because
of the absence of these tools, the grammar of adab (courage, critique, independent
thinking, reasoning, etc.), as constituents of murt’a.

The difference between Absal and the people of the island is that the former
allowed Hayy a theoretical space. As an adabized interlocutor, we are told that
Absal is trained in languages and hermeneutics. The praxis of his adabization,
as an interlocutor, is by offering this theoretical space. The “fanatic interlocu-
tor” qua “fanatic reader;” like the people of the island, is unable to occupy what
al-Ghazali conceptualizes as the theoretical dihlizi space.* The dihliz (threshold)
is a space in between, a liminal space that allows its occupant to be both inside
and outside as a vestibule of intellectual liminality. It should not be thought of
as a threatening space but rather a welcoming and hospitable one, as one would
welcome their guest, thereby embodying the virtues of murti’a. The dihliz can
also be a locus of epistemic enunciation.®® The people of the island were unable
to understand the speculative and figurative nature of Hayy’s language because it
offers a narrative of a world that is unimaginable through their linguistic horizon,
even in theory, or abstractly. It is thus not only a matter of a differing worldview



ADAB AS DISCOURSE 77

that is disagreeable but also a matter of a language that imagines and describes a
world that is inaccessible to the other. The other is unable to theoretically enter-
tain or engage or even imagine the idea. The epistle’s use of figurative language
is a prompt in the direction of the dangers of literalism and the singular, even
oppressive, world it builds, or rather circumscribes, as it destroys possible imagi-
native horizons through language. This in turn obstructs this theoretical liminality
and hence possibilities. It is worth mentioning a prime example from Q.40:29,
the encounter between Moses and Pharoah; the latter, in an attempt to dissuade
people from following the message of Moses, told them, “I have told [or showed]
you what I think; I am guiding you along the right path” (ma urikum illa ma ara
wa-ma ahdikum illa sabil al-rashad). Pharoah’s statement can be understood to
mean he only shows them what he sees and therefore prevents them from seeing
other possibilities because this is the correct path, as any tyrant would decree. It
can also be understood to mean he told them what he thinks and believes. The idea
here is that he prevented the people from the hermeneutic encounter with Moses
as “a possibility;” to see differently or imagine a different world—a staple in the
rhetorical regime of all tyrants.

The people of the island showed us the limits of the hermeneutic encounter
with Hayy. They could not be moved to understand Hayy’s horizon; not because
they are intellectually incapable, for Absal, the one person who opened up to Hayy,
is the one who benefited from him. Absal approached Hayy from a perspective
of liminality, what Moosa explains as the Ghazalian dihliz. He represents to us a
reader in an interrogative mood. Al-Ghazali’s liminality may be attributed to what
he practiced and taught as “learned ignorance,” to practice skepticism or the docta
ignorantia developed later by Nicholas of Cusa in the fifteenth century. It is the
belief that certainty through scholastic ratio is unattainable, especially that about
the quiddity of God. It is not possible to limit God to a definition because God
has no limit or definition.* This “learned ignorance” about God encourages
a healthy lack of certainty unlike what is practiced by the people of the island. The
healthy liminality and “learned ignorance” are aware that the very fabric of lan-
guage will never be able to ascribe a definition in the economy of certainty about
the quiddity of God. Absal’s experience, like all transformations, involves a loss
and a gain. It may be said that his loss of what may be perceived as the precritical
naivete and childlike innocence of “literalism” involved a gain in the capacity to
conceive of others’ worlds in other language(s): those of Hayy. Metaphorically,
Absal can never return to who he was before; and in the epistle, this was proven
true as he left his old “world” for that of Hayy when they departed the island—the
island of literal interpretations, so to speak. Absals relationship with Hayy also
explores the conditions of possibility of understanding and highlights its discursive
nature in their exchange. The exchange between the two characters has a powerful
explanatory power. Ibn Tufayl’s appropriation of al-Ghazalf’s thought was indicated
in the book’s preface. Ibn Tufayl’s understanding, engagement, and representation
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of al-Ghazali’s dihliz in Absal’s dihlizi posture treated this idea as a condition of
possibility. This condition of possibility can be a factor in determining the fashion-
ing of the types of readers and the reading habitus in general and of certain texts
in particular.

CONDITIONS OF (IM)POSSIBILITY

In all the epistle’s critical renditions and responses, the hypothesis is that the text is
a critical interlocutor. Does it remain a critical interlocutor outside its conditions
of reading? In the case of Ibn al-Muqaffa“s hosting of Kalila wa-Dimna, the text
preserved its literary nature and allowed the readers space for discourse and cri-
tique. Did Hayy b. Yaqzan, a text that advocates for independent and critical think-
ing and relinquishing self-imposed infancy, engage this very condition of reading
and understanding? If a text legitimizes adab, reasoning, discourse, and critique,
is it enough? Or is an ecology of legitimization necessary? By an ecology of legiti-
mization, I mean the intellectual climate, including the reception and scholarship
surrounding the text itself, that would allow the text and its readers full conditions
of possibility that come with the text. To explain this point further, a discussion of
the reception of Hayy b. Yagzan in Britain is useful.

Hayy b. Yaqzan has been a very popular text since its inception, and the history
of its translation attests to that.®® Of interest to our discussion are the transla-
tions of the text into English in the seventeenth century by Edward Pococke and
then Simon Ockley. The first publication of Ibn Tufayl's Hayy b. Yaqzan in Brit-
ain dates to 1671 in Arabic with Latin translation and then in English in 1674.% It
was translated by Edward Pococke, son of the first Laudian Professor of Arabic at
the University of Oxford, although much of the actual work was carried out by
his father, Edward Pococke Sr.” It is described as a translation that gleans
with his “learned brilliance,” giving an accurate account of Ibn Tufayl’s life
and the vast reach of Hayy b. Yaqzan among readers and philosophers, both
Arab and Jewish. The translation is justified by “invoking the European race to
increase and improve the quality of Arabic studies, remarking that despite strong
competition on the continent, too little had been done in England until Archbishop
Laud and Thomas Adams created chairs of Arabic at Oxford and Cambridge
respectively”®® Pococke also tries hard to explain to the reader that the book may
be intellectually threatening without fully alienating them.* “In view of the radical
potential of Tufayl’s fable, Pococke takes pains to explain that the author is in fact
presenting a new method for attaining knowledge of higher things but that it does
not necessarily displace or obviate the need for revelation: indeed, it merely under-
lies the limitations of human reason. Pococke encourages the reader to make an
individual judgment about the purpose and meaning of Hayy ibn Yaqzan, taking
account of the differences between twelfth-century Spain and seventeenth-century
England”” Pococke therefore points out the context and geography of the text and



ADAB AS DISCOURSE 79

allows the reader to make their own judgment within a framework that is relatively
intellectually sober compared to what would follow a few years later.

In 1708, Simon OcKkley, a fellow of Jesus College and vicar of Swavesey, pro-
duced a translation based on the original Arabic text with the addition of engrav-
ings of Hayy’s coming of age as well footnotes addressed to readers unfamiliar with
the Quran.”" In 1711, he was chosen as Adams Professor of Arabic at Cambridge
University. He dedicated this translation to the younger Edward Pococke. It should
also be mentioned that Ockley’s translation is quite independent of Pococke’s.”
Ockley’s version in the English language owes itself to the growing interest in the
topic espoused by the epistle: the role of reason and insight and the self-improve-
ment of individuals, seventy-six years before Immanuel Kant’s posing or rather
responding to the famous question “What is Enlightenment?” in 1784. “The nature
of the work probably explains why it remained unpublished in the middle of the
seventeenth century, and why, on the other hand, it became popular towards
the end of that century. It is concerned with the self-improvement of man in the
state of nature, a topic congenial to western European thought in the late seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries””

Ockley’s translation is titled The Improvement of Human Reason Exhibited in
the Life of Hai Ebn Yokdhan. Toward the end of the preface, he alerts the reader
to some elements that are to be encountered in due course in the book. “I have
here and there added a Note, in which there is an account given of some, great
Man, some Custom of the Mahometans explaind, or something of that Nature,
which I hope will not be unacceptable. And lest any Person should, through mis-
take, make any ill use of it, I have subjoind an Appendix, the Design of which the
Reader may see in its proper place””* Ockley stipulates that there is a correct way
of reading the book and handling the text as he justifies this explanation to buf-
fer against “mak[ing] any ill use of it” In the appendix, he elaborates more on the
ways of reading the book and how readers should approach it because there has
been “a bad Use made of this Book before””> Ockley maintains that some readers
are unable to discern for themselves and therefore he is justifying this intervention
because some readers, in his words, are “weak” or are suffering from the preju-
dices of “bad Education” He says: “Lest otherwise, that Book, which was by me
designd for the Innocent, and not altogether unprofitable Diversion of the Reader,
might accidentally prove a means of leading some into Error, who are not capa-
ble of judging aright; and of confirming others in their Mistakes, who, through
their own Weakness, or the Prejudice of a bad Education, have the Misfortune to
be led out of the way””®

He then decides the epistemic trajectory of the reader by letting the reader
know precisely why this book must be rejected. It is specifically because it contains
errors. “There are a great many Errors both in his Philosophy and Divinity: And
it was impossible it should be otherwise, the one being altogether Aristotelian,
the other Mahometan””” “Mahometan” being a strictly European invention, “the
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imaginary spatial formation that lent itself to popular consumption through its
seeming disconnect with English society” was also associated with the declining
influence of Aristotle as another dissimilarity, at the time at least.” Ockley per-
formed on his readers the necessary epistemological immunization against the
insalubrious consequences of reading Hayy b. Yaqzan. He created the underly-
ing conditions of future understandings by providing what Gadamer calls a fore-
understanding (Vorverstindnis) and/or prejudice (Vorurteil).” Readers are then
guided not by their critical questions and understanding but by a preunderstand-
ing of the text, an intellectually premasticated guidance to feed readers unable
to break it down for themselves. What conditions of understanding, might one
ask, would drive Ockley to reduce an entire text to an idea, or indeed, as Muhsin
al-Musawi rightly notes, reduce literary texts into “documents” in the context of
his discussion of the Thousand and One Nights?* The ready-made answer today
would be “Orientalism” However, it is arguable that Orientalism is an intellectual
symptom of an ecology of legitimization that has paved the epistemological foun-
dation for it. The difference between the two scholarly translations of a very popu-
lar text may alert us to another popular text that was the theoretical framework of
the times.

In his seminal work An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690), John
Locke (1632-1704) resolves what he perceives as the incompatibility of empirical
thinking with figurative language by rejecting the metaphor:

—that men who have a great deal of wit, and prompt memories, have not always the
clearest judgment or deepest reason. For wit lying most in the assemblage of ideas,
and putting those together with quickness and variety, wherein can be found any re-
semblance or congruity, thereby to make up pleasant pictures and agreeable visions
in the fancy; judgment, on the contrary, lies quite on the other side, in separating
carefully, one from another, ideas wherein can be found the least difference, thereby
to avoid being misled by similitude, and by affinity to take one thing for another.
This is a way of proceeding quite contrary to metaphor and allusion; wherein for the
most part lies that entertainment and pleasantry of wit, which strikes so lively on
the fancy, and therefore is so acceptable to all people, because its beauty appears
at first sight, and there is required no labour of thought to examine what truth or
reason there is in it. The mind, without looking any further, rests satisfied with the
agreeableness of the picture and the gaiety of the fancy. And it is a kind of affront
to go about to examine it, by the severe rules of truth and good reason; whereby it
appears that it consists in something that is not perfectly conformable to them.*

Locke’s importance in this discussion is evident: “Locke rules the thought of his
own and the coming period because he interpreted so completely the fundamental
beliefs which had been worked out at this time. He ruled, that is, by obeying”*
Locke describes metaphor and allusion as requiring no “labor of thought” and he
calls it an affront to examine it by the rules of truth and good reason. It is not sur-
prising that the Essay, popular as it is not just in Britain but Europe as well judging



ADAB AS DISCOURSE 81

by Voltaire’s comments on it, earned the wrath of Romantic poets such as William
Blake (1757-1827), who regarded it with “Contempt and Abhorrence”®

Locke’s rejection of figurative language, or what he calls the “Poetick Vein,”
stems from his renunciation of metaphor for pragmatic concepts of language. In
his view, what he calls “Wit” is situated in an “assemblage of ideas” to make these
pleasant pictures, as he describes it. “Judgment,” on the other hand, requires sepa-
rating the assemblage of these ideas one from the other in order to avoid being
misled by what he calls “Similitude” To Locke, then, the literary image must be
carefully reduced to an Idea. Some of our ideas are adequate, Locke observes,
while others are inadequate; the adequate “perfectly represent those archetypes
which the mind supposes them taken from: which it intends them to stand for, and
to which it refers them”® Figurative language therefore is by default inadequate
unless we reduce it to its simple idea which it must refer to: the archetype.

In this respect, it could be argued that this becomes the specter that haunts
modern thought, where “the truth of the object determines the truth of discourse
that it describes, leading to positivism,” or where “the truth of the philosophical
discourse constitutes the truth of the phenomenon, leading to a form of discourse
that Foucault calls ‘eschatological”® This “attempt to settle the fluctuation by com-
bining eschatology and positivism will only end in being both at once, and thereby
lapse into a pre-critical naivety”® Indeed, Ockley’s preface to the work and his
treatment of his readers attests at best to a preference of this precritical naivete and
at worst to the historical conditions of what I would like to call and identify as the
fanatic or literal reader.

Later in his Essay, Locke provides the remedy to what he deems as the imper-
fections and abuse of words and language. Among these remedies, for instance, is
providing definitions for ideas used or naming objects by which one of its qualities
signifies this idea. Imagination and Wit are considered a misusing of words.

Wit and imagination get a better welcome in the world than dry truth and real
knowledge; so people will hardly think that the use of figurative language and liter-
ary allusion constitutes an imperfection or misuse of language. In contexts where
we seek pleasure and delight rather than information and improvement, such orna-
ments are indeed not faults. But if we want to speak of things as they are, we must
allow that all the art of rhetoric (except for order and clearness)—all the artificial and
figurative application of words that eloquence has invented—serve only to insinu-
ate wrong ideas, move the passions, and thereby mislead the judgment; and so they
are perfect cheats. . . . It is evident how much men love to deceive and be deceived,
since rhetoric—that powerful instrument of error and deceit—has its established
practitioners, is publicly taught, and has always been highly regarded. No doubt I
will be thought rash or oafish to have spoken against it.*’

Certainly, for someone who was a professor of Greek, whose library included
seventy-three works of English literature, including Donne and Milton, and who
composed poetry himself including his own epitaph,® Locke is aware of how these
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views might sound as shown by his disclaimer-like final line. However unpopular
the views may be, the popularity of Locke’s Essay is often compared to Newton’s
Principia (1687, translated into English in 1728). Locke was obeying the times, for
he speaks of language in terms of achieving a morality analogous to mathematics:
“That is why I venture to think that morality is capable of demonstration, as well
as mathematics”® Romantic English poet William Blake (1757-1827), in his own
assessment of this period, writes:

I turn my eyes to the Schools and Universities of Europe
And there behold the Loom of Locke whose Woof ranges dire
Washed by the Water-wheels of Newton*

Blake, of course, describes the technological progress but also the popularity of
both Locke’s and Newton’s ideas as intellectual shapers of eighteenth-century Euro-
pean discourse. As Leslie Stephen observes, for the following century, “Locke’s phi-
losophy blends spontaneously with the ordinary language of all educated men.*!
An educated man, Ockley was obeying the historical conditions of understanding
and reading but simultaneously failed to show hospitality or adab to the text or
the text’s own message. Ockley maintains that it should be rejected. One may ask,
Why was it translated in the first place and who are the readers qua beneficiaries?
Or better yet, How do these receptions affect our understanding of instances of
world literature? Did the Lockian framework itself affect the interpretive discourse
on Hayy b. Yaqzan, through an ecology of legitimization, conditioning readers to
interpret it as an example of “Enlightenment” rather than its own enlightenment
or even a source for Enlightenment?

If we seek to understand and identify the presence of an early modern
and Enlightenment world literature, we can, as Srinivas Aravamudan argues,
“make visible the traces of what vertical national histories have subsequently
obscured. We need multiple historical cosmopolitanisms anchored in the past to
contextualize our singular global modernity, whether this would mean Sinicizing,
Africanizing, Americanizing, or Islamicizing it”*> A principal example of both
Enlightenment and Orientalism, Aravamudan argues, Hayy b. Yaqzan forces
“a reconsideration by eighteenth-century scholars as an Islamicate instance of
World literature that is adduced as a source—rather than just as a product—of
the Enlightenment”®

If Ockley’s preface and appendix are an example of the “advancement of good
literature by bringing to light much knowledge which as yet is locked up in that
learned tongue,” it unfortunately created the conditions for a patronized, infan-
tilized reader, who read literally for the Idea, for the archetype, becoming an
intellectual captive of religious, aesthetic, and literary differences.” In Ibn Tufayl’s
language, this is a gross injustice as he was telling us about misreading al-Ghazali
and eventually his own act of intellectual ingaf (see chapter 4). Indeed, this act
of intellectual insaf or giving due intellectual justice can only be performed and
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actualized through the propelling forces of critique and reasoning as nazar; a
reader without insaf is a fanatic reader. Ockley could not meet the alterity of his
text’s interlocutor. Instead, he seized control over the readers of his translation
as he reduced them epistemologically into cognizable categories of incomprehen-
sibility. Oblivious to his participation in an ecology of delegitimization, Ockley
is (perhaps) unaware how nihilistic his hermeneutic move was. It betrays criti-
cal readings and instead privileges noncritical, “fanatical,” readings. It did not
produce novel worldviews or values, but instead reproduced its own image. An
“understanding” would entail that Ockley was able to garner a semblance of use-
ful insights from this encounter, to generate knowledge. The intellectually barren
hermeneutical move is nihilistic because it closes interpretation and insights for
posterity after reducing the horizon of the text to its own. Contrary to this nihil-
istic move is the generative adabful reading of British writer and poet Alexander
Pope, who is a later reader of both Ockley and Locke. In May 1713, Pope published
an essay in a London broadsheet called The Guardian condemning the way certain
local pastimes involved the abuse of animals.”” In this essay, Pope laments the cru-
elty shown toward animals in Britain at the time, which he deems “a distinguishing
character of our own nation, from the observation which is made by foreigners of
our beloved pastimes, Bear-baiting, Cock-fighting, and the like.” To construct his
argument, Pope appeals to several literary, historical, and religious authorities to
make a case against this behavior. Among the figures and authorities invoked, in
order of reference in the essay, are English poet John Dryden (1631-1700); French
essayist Michel de Montaigne (1533-92); English philosopher John Locke (1632-
1704); Monsieur Fleury (1639-85), a French lawyer turned actor and writer who
wrote plays that satirized society;* Seneca (ca. 4 BC-AD 65), Roman Stoic phi-
losopher, statesman, and also a dramatist; Plutarch (ca. AD 46-120), Greek biog-
rapher and essayist famous for his Moralia or Moral Essays and Parallel Lives of
Greek and Roman military leaders and statesmen; Cato the Elder or the Censor
(Censorius, 234-149 BC), a Roman soldier, senator, and historian who was also the
first to write history in Latin. Pope then makes a reference to the “Arabian author”
and his protagonist “The Self-Taught Philosopher” He then quotes Ovid (43
BC-AD 17/18), a Roman poet during Augustus’s time, famous for his Metamorpho-
ses and the Heroides. Pope also references The Persian Fables of Pilpay, also known
as Kalila wa-Dimna. Afterward, he quotes John Dryden (again) and then finally
concludes with a story from the book of Jonas and the book of Deuteronomy from
the Bible.” Pope wanted to reach out to every single reader and the only mediat-
ing tool possible is what is perceived as the foundational texts in the humani-
ties. “The privilege of the reader’s perspective is predicated on the distance or gap
between the past and the present, but the classical, Hans-Georg Gadamer argues,
overcomes the very idea of historical distance. . . . It implies a . . . continuous
historical mediation between the past and the present”*® This in turn means that
the work’s power to address us is “fundamentally unlimited.””
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History tells us of a wise and polite nation that rejected a person of the first quality,
who stood for a judiciary office, only because he had been observed in his youth, to
take pleasure in tearing and murdering of birds. And of another that expelled a man
out of the senate, for dashing a bird against the ground which had taken shelter in
his bosom. Every one knows how remarkable the Turks are for their humanity in this
kind: I remember an Arabian author, who has written a treatise to show, how far a
man supposed to have subsisted in a desert island, without any instruction, or so much
as the sight of any other man, may, by the pure light of nature, attain the knowledge of
philosophy and virtue. One of the first things he makes him observe is, that universal
benevolence of nature in the protection and preservation of its creatures. In imitation
of which the first act of virtue he thinks his self-taught philosopher would of course fall
into is, to relieve and assist all the animals about him in their wants and distresses.!*

The work referred to in Pope’s letter is Ibn Tufayl's twelfth-century epistle, which
is the locus classicus of the feral child in philosophy.'* The book was so popular
that “the identification of the Hayy ibn Yaqzan . . . had become widespread enough
to be how the editor of a 1757 edition of the letters of Alexander Pope glossed a
passing reference to it”'%? The effortless juxtaposition of these references forces us
to question a few things, as Aravamudan intimates, with regard to conceptions of
world literature avant la lettre, canon, and circulation of Arabic literature and its
uses and value, and the tools of critique, all great and important questions but out-
side the scope of this discussion; but most importantly for us it shows how Pope
used the text as an interlocutor to engage in discourse, in an English adab sphere,
so to speak. Pope was arguably going against routine discourse in British culture
where certain attitudes toward animals are concerned, as he acknowledges in the
letter. It would not be inaccurate to describe him as the exceptional discourse,
among the earliest advocates where animal rights were concerned at the time.

In this respect, as Sanjay Subrahmanyam advises, if we were to go about big
global intellectual and/or literary histories, then other parts of the world cannot
simply be used as a foil or reflection to some other parts, or a comparison alone
as well, but there must be a focus on connections and intellectual contacts.'”” By
doing so, we would be able to regard texts as interlocutors and therefore they can
show us the critical stances of both the text itself toward the conception of dis-
course, critique, and understanding in itself and toward other texts but also the
historical conditions of discourse and the nuances between routine discourse and
exceptional discourse (to which we now turn).
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Adab as Critique

Reading as Critical Justice (Insaf): al-Ma ‘arris
Zajr al-nabih and a Typology of Negative Readers

INSAF AS AN ISLAMIC IMPERATIVE AND THE
EPISTEMOLOGY OF ETHICAL READING IN ADAB:
AL-MA ARRI’S ZAJR AL-NABIH

This chapter situates the critical responses to al-Ma‘arrs (d. 449 AH/1057 CE)
auto-commentary Zajr al-nabih (Chiding the Barking Dog(s)), written in
response to misrepresentations and falsifications about his poetry collection
(diwan) Luziim ma la yalzam (Unnecessary Necessity), within a discourse of
“ethical reading” under the critical category of insaf. Acknowledging the deliber-
ate misreading of his poetry, al-Ma‘arrTs utilization of rhetorical, grammatical,
and poetic techniques in this auto-commentary achieves the performative nature
required of the agon between him and his opponent(s) and situates the adversaries
as non-adabized readers.

The book’s dialectical nature was not lost on later literati and/or historians like
Ibn al-‘Adim (d. 660 AH/1262 CE) and Yasuf al-Badi‘i (d. 1037 AH/1662 CE),
who both authored their own versions of critique based on a close reading of
al-Ma‘arri’s work and the latter’s aforementioned auto-commentary. Both authors
had no vested interest in al-Ma‘arri, nor were they his contemporaries. Rather, Ibn
al-"Adim authored a distinct monograph as al-Insaf wa-I-taharri fi daf* al-zulm
‘an Abi al-"Ala’ al-Ma ‘arri (The Righting and Investigation in the Elimination
of Injustice against al-Ma‘arri) to refute the claims and fabrications against
al-Ma‘arri. Translating ingaf as “righting” may not do it justice but it is a spring-
board to our discussion on this important Islamic ethical imperative. Considering
al-Ma‘arrTs auto-commentary and the two subsequent works in its support allows
us to achieve a better understanding of ethical reading and the critical category of
insaf as an Islamic imperative within the context of the agon presented.

85
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Zajr al-nabih is a product of, and a reply to, misreading and malicious intent
according to al-Ma‘arri.! Al-Ma‘arris rival in this book is unknown. He is never
addressed by name and al-Ma‘arri never tells us if it is one individual or many.
It is likely that al-Ma‘arri had one person, not several, in mind in the context of
this agon.? This is not to rule out that al-Ma‘arri did not have rivals and critics
who attacked his poetry verbally or critiqued him. Rather, there is indication in
Zajr al-nabih that al-Maarri was referring to textual evidence, not an amalgam of
hearsay or a verbal criticism. The textual evidence therefore must have belonged
to an author, naturally. It is unfortunate (for us) that al-Maarri never named him.
There are several examples of this textual evidence that will be mentioned in due
course. In the most condemning one, for instance, al-Ma‘arri describes how this
person performs deliberate poetry (mis)reading. He maintains that this objector
conjoined a line of poetry with another couplet that should not be conjoined and
read them as one (wa-min jahl hadha al-mu ‘tarid annahu wasala bi-hadhayn al-
baytayn baytan la yadkhul ma ‘huma wa-zanna annahu yajiz ann yiisal ilayhuma) .
Al-Ma‘arri tells us that misreading here exceeds the boundaries of miscompre-
hension to the boundaries of deliberately doctoring the text but also that this
misreading cherry-picks in some places to conjoin couplets in another place to
falsify their order and therefore alter their meaning completely in a clear move of
textual disfigurement and violence. The intellectual diagnosis of al-Ma‘arri for this
action is a fault in character and an unsound mind and intellect (ghariza naqisa
wa-lubb laysa bi-thabit),* deliberate ignorance (jahil), resistance to knowledge, or
prejudice (mutahamil), which he classifies as malicious falsification (mummawih,
mutaqawwil, mutakharris), and epistemic trading (mutasawwiq).’ In this diagnos-
tic anatomy of jahl, we are given a conceptual map that dissects jahl through the
many ways of misreading: the objector is ignorant, feigning ignorance, prejudiced,
a liar, a forger, epistemic broker (mutasawwiq). The category of the epistemic
trader, al-mutasawwiq, is also part of al-Ma‘arri’s lexicon in his Luzaimiyyat, where
it is used in the same capacity (wa-la tagbalit min kadhib mutasawwiq tahayyul fi
nasr al-madhahib wa-htajja):$

Do not accept from a liar, an [epistemic] trader, their artifice in
Rallying for their ideas (madhahib); object [resist]

The accusation therefore is presented as part of an epistemic warfare aimed at
leveraging cultural capital at the expense of another or pushing certain agendas
against others. Nowhere does al-Ma ‘arri consider these acts of misreading here as
misunderstanding, unexcused ignorance, inexperience, or honest mistakes; they
are considered falsification proper. He classifies them as assaults (jahl wa-i ‘tida’).”
Similarly, as mentioned in chapter 3, Ibn Tufayl classified the misreading of and
attacks on al-Ghazali in the same category as oppression and injustice (zulm)
and those who performed them as unjust (zalimiin). This assault al-Ma‘arri
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diagnoses morally as depravity that is propagated by base people (al-safila) for
whom lying became a habit (wa-man jara ‘adatahu bi-1-kadhib).® Reading here is
diagnosed as an activity that can be morally marred by the unsoundness of char-
acter and action and malicious intentions. This counterargument, one of many
in the book, on al-Ma‘arrT’s part points to an awareness of an existing written text
of the latter’s doctored poetry that is circulating and was brought to his attention.

ANTI-INSAF AND NON-ADABIZED READERS

Forged (mawdn) or inauthentic, fabricated (manhiil) poetry attributed to
al-Ma‘arri may have appeared first (or was made to appear) in a potent manner in
Ibn al-Jawzi’s works (d. 597 AH/1201 CE); this is from Ibn al-Jawzi’s al-Muntazim,
as an example:
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If the reasonable is not favored with Your subsistence,
While You give subsistence to the senseless and the foolish,
Then, O God of Heaven, there must be no blame for him

Who receives from You what he does not desire
And then becomes an unbeliever (tazandaqa)®

Ibn al-Jawzi relates these couplets with a chain of transmission (isnad) that Ibn
Nasir related them to him personally on the authority of Abu Zakariyya (d. 502
AH/1109 CE), that al-Ma‘arri said these lines. Ibn al-Jawzi invokes the author-
ity of his teacher Abu Zakariyya al-Tabrizi, since the latter was al-Ma‘arrTs stu-
dent, which makes Ibn al-Jawzi al-Ma‘arrTs student one generation removed.'
Ibn al-Jawzi's work is replete with forged poetry for unknown reasons other than
what Tahir al-Garradi identifies as an “obsession with maintaining, through every
means possible, the negative image of al-Ma‘arri’'! Al-Maarri is not the only tar-
get of the famous polemics of Ibn al-Jawzi. The latter has a famous maxim that
became a quoted stigma in almost all subsequent books. He maintains that “the
heretics of Islam (zanddigat al-Islam) are three: Ibn al-Rawandi, Aba Hayyan
al-Tawhidi, and Abu al-‘Ala’ al-Ma ‘arri; the most malicious is al-Tawhidi because
the other two were open about it but he hid it”'> As Ibn al-'Adim confirms to us
repeatedly, these couplets, which first appear in Ibn al-JawzTs work, are not to be
found in any of al-Ma‘arrT’s diwans and cannot be authenticated; Ibn al-'Adim
calls them mawdi * (forged)." If we entertained the thought that they were indeed
said in private to al-Tabrizi or to his students as part of an aside or a whimsical
thought during a discussion as insinuated by Ibn al-Jawzi; the poetry’s stylistics
do not match al-Ma‘arri as previously indicated. Indeed, it is even believed that
they were composed by al-Rawandi, whom Ibn al-Jawzi includes, not al-Ma‘arri,



88 CHAPTER 4

since Ibn al-Rawandi has similar poetry carrying these ideas, as does Ibn al-Rami
according to al-*‘Aqqad."

Al-Tabrizi, as one of al-Ma‘arrTs close disciples, never insinuated the
purported allegations raised by Ibn al-Jawzi. These couplets were later copied
and imitated by including the attribution to al-Ma‘arri. These couplets were
attributed to al-Ma arr1 despite the fact that they do not appear in his work.
Ibn al-*Adim maintains that not only is this bad, lowly, and tasteless poetry (fi
ghayat al-suqiit wa-I-nuziil wa-I-hubiif), it committed the one who composed it
to ignorance and disbelief (yaqdi ‘ala nazimihi bi-I-jahl wa-I- ‘amah wa-I-kufr).">
These are not the only forged couplets Ibn al-Jawzi relates for al-Ma‘arri, and
Ibn al-Jawzi is not the only one to do so. Scholars Yaqut al-Hamawi (d. 574 AH/
1229 CE), al-Qifti (d. 646 AH/1248 CE), Qizughli (Sibt Ibn al-Jawzi) (d. 654
AH/1256 CE), and Ibn Kathir (d. 774 AH/1373 CE) similarly cite such lines.
With the exception of Ibn Kathir, the other scholars predated Ibn al-'Adim,
who offered a critical review of the accusations against al-Ma arri, which these
authors seemed to have copied from each other. Ibn Kathir, though, is an
interesting case since he comes after Ibn al-*Adim and quotes him in several
places in his books. Despite this, he opted to copy from others and relate the
forged poetry. He repeats the opinion of Ibn al-Jawzi and quotes him in sev-
eral places. He even rejects those who apologize for al-Ma‘arri. He maintains,
“He [al-Ma"arri] authored many works, mostly poetry, and some of his poetry
contains evidence of atheism and depravity (zandaqa wa-inhilal) and some peo-
ple argue against this apologetically to say that he was indeed a Muslim but he
said this in the manner of poetry (kana fi al-batin musliman wa-innama yaqul
dhalika bi-lisanihi)”'¢ Ibn Kathir only mentions apologetic defense that may rely
on emotions or aesthetic and stylistic defense arguing for poetic licenses but
Ibn al-'Adim indeed provided evidence against the forgeries circulating in the
very books Ibn Kathir is quoting from. Ibn Kathir, in fact, does not provide a
convincing reason against Ibn al-°‘Adim nor does he present this case to argue
against it. Rather, he quotes Ibn al-Jawzi throughout and it seems that the lat-
ter’s authority, despite the mistakes and inaccuracies, is far more authoritative
to Ibn Kathir than the compelling evidence provided by Ibn al-‘Adim’s Insdaf.
Ibn al-Jawzi was labeled the Imam of his time but, according to other scholars,
his books contained many mistakes (kathrat aghlatihi fi tasanifihi). This may
be attributed to his prolific nature, since he worked on many books simultane-
ously.”” Although Ibn al-Jawzi has indeed made many important and monumen-
tal contributions not only in figh, hadith, tafsir, and wa z but also adab, he was
noted for praising himself in his work and considering himself above others
(wa-nazartu ila ‘uluww himmati fa-ra’aytuha ‘ajaban. . . . khuliqat It himmat
‘aliya tatlub al-ghayat)."® And it was attributed to him that he described him-
self as a “compiler and not an author” (ana murattib wa-lastu bi-musannif)."” It
would not be inaccurate to argue that the forged poetry attributed to al-Maarri
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in the aforementioned scholars’ works may be the first, and perhaps only, point
of entry to al-Ma‘arrTs presumed poetry for some readers. This rather unfor-
tunate introduction can explain the persistence of the allegations against him.

THE TEXT WITHIN THE TEXTS

It is imperative to ask at this juncture two questions: Why, despite al-Ma‘arrTs
authoring Zajr al-nabih to defend himself and his poetry, do the accusations per-
sist as seen in the aforementioned scholars’ works? Do the doctored or patched-up
couplets that appear in the works of the abovementioned scholars rely on each
other without resorting to the primary source (i.e., taglid) or on the defamatory
book mentioned by al-Ma‘arri at least at the first instance of copying the doctored
verses? It seems that within the corpus of these prominent scholars, the poetry of
al-Ma‘arri is corrupted. This suggests that the authors are either copying from a
similar independent primary source (the defamatory book) or that they relied on
each other at some point without consulting al-Ma‘arri’s works. Copying from the
defamatory book seems unlikely because that would imply they all owned copies
of the book or consulted it, but it is more logical to conjecture that these authors
read each other; Ibn Kathir read Ibn al-Jawzi, and it is more probable that the
former would have read someone in his field rather than a secondary or tertiary
source on one poet that is not the focus of his scholarship. That said, on the one
hand, it is a mark of inadequate scholarship and also a case of bad taglid and, on
the other, it shows a prejudice against the corrective evidence presented, which Ibn
Kathir and others after him still rejected.

Premodern litterateurs point to a single book that was specifically written as an
attack on al-Ma‘arri by one Aba Mansur al-Khawafi (d. 480 AH/1087 CE) titled
Rajm al- ‘ifrit,*® or Rajmat al- ‘ifrit (The Stoning of the Demon, or The Tombstone
of the Demon).?! This work is mentioned by Yaqat al-Hamawi* and al-Safadi (d.
764 AH/1363 CE).”? Al-Khawafi was a scribe (katib), a keeper of accounts (hdsib),
and a composer of poetry as well.* A contemporary of al-Ma‘arri, he lived and
worked in Baghdad, while al-Ma‘arri did not leave his hometown in Ma‘arrat
al-Nu'man in Syria or his house with the exception of the nineteen-month jour-
ney to Baghdad to visit the library of Dar al-'Ilm (House of Knowledge) and his
return back in 400 AH/1009 CE.*

Al-Khawafi has another book titled Kitab khalq al-insan muratabba ‘ala
hurif al-mu jam (The Creation of Man Arranged in a Luzimiyyat Manner).
In other words, he is exhibiting the highest form of flattery, not only toward
al-Ma'arri, in imitation, by arranging a book lexically, but also to al-Asma‘i
and others in the topic and title of choice.?® The sensational and catchy title,
Rajm al-ifrit, may explain Ibn al-Jawzi's and others’ scathing criticism against
al-Ma‘arri and the relating of all the doctored verses in some of their selections
of al-Ma‘arrTs poetry and why Ibn al-Jawzi, for instance, calls him “the damned
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al-Ma‘arri” (al-Ma ‘arri al-la ‘in), with different variations on this name-calling
in his books. One should add, this does not preclude Ibn al-Jawzi from citing
and quoting from al-Ma‘arrT’s poetry in a positive tone alongside al-Mutanabbr’s
in his book al-Mudhish to corroborate his argument for asceticism, al-Mudhish
being, of course, a book concerned with guidance and leading a life of spiritual
wellness (a genre of wa z wa-irshad).” Since Rajm al- ‘ifrit is not available to us, it
is difficult to ascertain its content.”® In other words, we are constructing its con-
tent based on al-Ma‘arrTs agon in his Zajr al-nabih and his selections of couplets
and responses.

THROUGH A BOOK JUSTLY:
THE METRICS OF INSAF

Ibn al-‘Adim (d. 660 AH/1262 CE) and Yusuf al-Badi'l (d. 1037 AH/1662 CE)
both authored their own versions of critical justice works (insaf) based on a close
reading of al-Ma‘arrT’s work and the author’s auto-commentary. The two books by
Ibn al-‘Adim and al-Badi'i are united by more than their subject matter. Though
separated by four centuries, they both engage in a unique type of scholarship that
I would like to call critical justice scholarship. I use the word justice, although
other terms may be available, such as corrective or testimonial. This is based on
the authors’ identification of the type of work they do. Ibn al-°‘Adim used the
words ingaf and taharri, justice and (information) pursuing, to defeat injustice
in the matter of al-Ma‘arri: that was the title of his book. Insaf loosely means
justice (‘adl) as an abstract concept. But its original acceptation refers to giving
the half (nisf) of something to someone. Insaf can then be safely regarded as
distributive justice but can only be applied after investigative critique—how else
is one to determine the nature or magnitude of the missing part? Ibn Manzar (d.
711 AH/1311 CE) tells us that insaf is giving someone their right (i ta’ al-haqq).”
In this respect, it is quite fruitful to think of this image as giving someone their
right by presenting the missing part (half) of the argument that may be deliber-
ately hidden, or as Ibn Khaldiin would say “artificially distorted”*® Ibn Manzar’s
definition implies that the right may be owed by person A to person B and there-
fore it should be given. This is certainly the case; however, as both Ibn al-*Adim
and al-Badi‘i show us, they are giving the right to al-Ma‘arri though they do not
directly owe it to him in the sense of a direct right but rather of a moral right.
Insaf therefore implies an obligation and a commitment to the abstract notion of
justice at large for which the injustices against people, even strangers, or tempo-
ral and historical others such as al-Ma‘arri in our case, may be universally owed
this justice. We are morally owed and owe insaf. In other words, insaf becomes
an imperative to uphold. I argue also that this imperative derives its legitimacy
not only from a commitment to justice as an ethical abstraction but also from
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a commitment to truth; the veracity of knowledge and its production; and the
justice of understanding, which I shall explain in due course. As previously
mentioned, both authors had no vested interest in al-Maarri, nor were they his
contemporaries. Considering this allows us a better understanding of ethical
reading and insaf as an Islamic imperative and a critical category of thought
within the context of the agon presented.

Thejurisprudent of Aleppo Ibn al-*Adim studied the entire corpus of al-Ma "arri.
In addition to giving the detailed information about the physical structure of the
book, Ibn al-‘Adim maps the epistemic valence of these allegations and the types
of characters behind them. Beside stating the obvious that these claims are baseless
lies, he distinctly describes their perpetrators as “without conscience” and without
respect for human sanctity itself (hurma), not only because they find it easy and
normative to violate al-Maarri’s reputation with baseless and harmful allegations,
but also because they have no respect for his scholarship.
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Abu al-“Ala” wrote a book and titled it Zajr al-nabih wherein he invalidated the
claims of those who attacked him and explained his correct defenses, correct faith,
and his eloquent speech. He then followed it with a book and titled it Najr al-zajr
wherein he pointed out their claims as false. His chiding did not stop them, and they
did not want to see his explanation. Indeed, they were even more convinced in his
disbelief (kufrihi). That is how impudent they were. And they continued with this
and even intimidated those who sided and supported him [Aba al-‘Ala’]. Fixated
as they were with him, they never let the matter drop. They never heeded that they
were violating his human sanctity (lam yar @ lahu hurma), they never recognized
his knowledge and scholarship (wa-la akrami ‘ilmahu), they were not cognizant of
any limitations or even their own conscience (wa-la ragabu illa wa-la dhimma), so
much so that they narrated and propagated the allegation of his atheism with chains
of transmission (hakaw kufrahu bi-l-asanid) and were extremely rigid and fixated
about it. Thus, those who came after them accused him of blind imitation (taglid).**

Ibn al-*Adim also interestingly sheds light on the problematic issue of blind imita-
tion in scholarship (taglid), where he calls those who followed suit blind imitators.
He also indirectly insinuates that they are weak as well, since they cowered before
the intimidation (mainstream opinions resulting from peer pressure of the doxa)
of those who wish to defame al-Ma‘arri. He debunks the false allegations of those
who accused him of parodying the Qurian and atheism.

The other litterateur who mentions Zajr al-nabih is Yasuf al-Badi'1 (d. 1037
AH/1662 CE) in his book Awj al-taharri ‘an haythiyyat Abi al- ‘Ala’ al-Ma ‘arri (The
Apex of Tracking the Context of Abu al-"Ala’ al-Ma‘arri), where he maintains:
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Abu al-"Ala’ authored a book defending himself against those who accused him
of parodying the Qur’an. The reason for this accusation of atheism and [intel-
lectual] despotism was some verses that he composed. He called the book Zajr
al-nabih, in which he responded to those who accused him in his religion and
disparaged him.*

INSAF AND KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTION

Arab-Islamic intellectual history is not short on discussions on the nature, defini-
tion, and essence of knowledge ( ilm) and its concomitant relationship to truth.
Franz Rosenthal’s study on knowledge offers a helpful examination of the subject
and the ways disciplines and fields regard knowledge: from its conception and use
in poetry in pre-Islamic times and the Qur’an, to definitions by several scholars in
fields like theology, religious science, Sufism, and philosophy. Therefore, to say
that there is one standard definition across the board would be inaccurate. To
say that exegetes and hadith scholars defined knowledge in the same manner or held
the same definition for all disciplines of life would also be erroneous. Both afore-
mentioned literati, Ibn al-°Adim and al-Badi'i, are dealing with what is generally
described in Western academe as a secular topic: the poetry of al-Ma‘arri. Their
approach to this poetry as an object of knowledge may be influenced by their train-
ing but it remains within the confines of adab. That said, Rosenthal suggests that as
of the ninth century, some scholars authored books with chapters devoted solely to
knowledge and its merits “in a secular sense and thus have stood close to the begin-
nings of a long chain of literary effusions in praise of knowledge”* In this respect,
the accuracy demanded in religious fields can be observed in secular topics, and the
pursuit of knowledge was not restricted to certain fields over others. The purported
allegations and the forged poetry dealt with different aspects of the definitions and
essence of knowledge. In the realm of facts and factual knowledge, for the adversar-
ies to say al-Ma"arr1 is or is not an atheist would simply entail, as Ibn Hazm would
tell us, a “certain cognition”; “Knowledge is certain cognition (tayaqqun) of a thing
as it is”** That certain cognition and certainty (yagin) is a definition that points to
a different set of skills on the acquisition of this knowledge and the tools of actual-
izing this certainty/yagin. While Ibn Hazm offers a theoretical definition, al-Ibshihi
offers a more practical one as he advises a recourse to both the traditional and intel-
lectual. He says that it is “the perception of the realities of things through traditional
and intellectual channels (masmil ‘an wa-ma ‘qtilan)”*

But might one ask how the subject ascertains the type of knowledge acquired
after applying themselves to the “traditional and intellectual”? How do Ibn
al-‘Adim and al-Badi'i and al-Dhahabi, for instance, know, without mistake or
error, that they have achieved a certain yaqin? How did Ibn al-Jawzi or Ibn Kathir
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assess their knowledge of al-Ma arri? The application of skills also therefore points
to a method of either copying one’s predecessors, as some of the aforementioned
scholars did, or viewing the material afresh with the sole purpose of knowing and
examining. This leads us to al-TahanawT’s general definition that perhaps traverses
disciplines, where knowledge “is definite and firm (thdbit) belief that conforms to
actuality (al-mutabiq li-l-wdqi )7* “Understanding;” as a term, is used when the
steps of knowing are “combined, coupled with epistemic justification, and placed
in a broader, coherent, cognitive context.”” In this respect, one can say, accordingly,
understanding al-Ma‘arri, or any subject, involves several elements and channels
of the “traditional and intellectual” that need the application of skills to actualize
this knowledge (tayaqqun) by going through the entire corpus, such as the case of
Ibn al-‘Adim and al-Badi‘i. This is what the two authors did: in their exposition
of al-MaarrTs defense or insaf, Ibn al-'Adim and al-Badi'i list his works. These
lists indicate both the facts and the direct firsthand experience as a way of knowing.
The skill that they are displaying in the work to the readers is their method. To
say that al-Ma‘arri is, in other words, to produce knowledge about al-Ma‘arri,
requires the method displayed by the two authors in their books. Al-Badi'Ts imi-
tation of Ibn al-*Adim’s method attests to the discursive nature of this knowledge
as skill by how he imitated, not only the genre of justice and defense scholarship
in the method displayed. This methodology of insaf also points to the significant
nature of this critical category of thought. In his Masalik al-absar fi mamalik
al-amsar, Ibn Fadlallah al-‘Umari (d. 749 AH/1349 CE) quotes Ibn al-‘Adim on
his own method and book in defense of al-Ma‘arri:
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I studied the corpus of al-Ma‘arri and I found it to be charged with eloquence and
clarity, a repository of various forms of beneficial arts, containing several types of
adab, comprising the knowledge of the Arabs. The faultfinder will not find in it any
mistake. And since it was characterized by all these unique qualities, on a niche
of its own as the fair-minded and just people (ahl al-insaf) would concur; a group of
people who could not achieve his aptitude became resentful and envious that they
could never accomplish what he did. So, they scoured through his books and could
not find any sign of corruption in them. Knowing that, they opted instead for lying
and twisting facts and accused him of atheism . . . some of them attributed false
quotes to him and some interpreted his words in a different way than what they
purport. . .. They cast him with the most painful of arrows, ousted him from religion
and Islam . . . twisted his words from their meaning.*®
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Ibn al-‘Adim therefore presents for us his methodology; he maintains that he
studied the works of al-Ma‘arri and not only did he study the ones available to
him, but he went to great lengths to find books that were under-copied or rare. He
gives us the exact locations of where copies were to be found. In reference to Kitab
al-hamza wa-I-radif, for instance, he maintains that it was rare because of its huge
volume and the only copies available were at the Nizamiyya library and in Egypt
in the collection of al-Malik al-Salih Ayyub inherited from al-Qadi al-Ashraf and
his father before him.* Al-Ma‘arri authored numerous works, as Ibn al-*Adim’s
comprehensive list attests, but unfortunately not all of them have reached us.
Al-"Umari, a reader of Ibn al-*Adim’s critique and his methodology, further relates
Ibn al-*Adim’s critique that reminds the reader that even the Qur’an, as a sacred
and an inimitable text, was subject to deliberate allegations and misinterpretations
from those whom he classifies as “falsifiers” (fa ‘inin, sing. ta ‘in). He says that these
people attempted to deceptively offer twisted interpretations to serve their own
interests but they did not succeed (fa-ma ahsanii fi dhalika wa-la ajadi;).*® He then
says, “Why should we be surprised that a regular person’s words (human beings
who are all prone to error) would be subjected to these claims? Even though his
[al-Ma‘arris] expertise and depth of language elevated him to a place no other
could attain; the resentful ones deliberately twisted his words out of their mean-
ing”*" Al-"Umari employs the commonly used word in Arabic for those deliber-
ately misinterpreting and misreading to serve their own interests: ¢a ‘in (- -n, lit.
“s.0. who stabs with a sharp object”). The violent etymology of the verb explains
its conceptual semantic meanings as also “abusive, libelant, calumniator” It is
also a reminder of the previously mentioned idea of predatory reading commen-
surate with the image of dissonance as “wolf intervals” The etymology and the
aforementioned meanings interestingly further explain to us the conceptual links
between the false allegations against someone (fa 1), and another variation of the
verb as the plague (¢a ‘itn), not just in its obvious material meaning as an eminent
lethal attacker that will end life indiscriminately but in its nonmaterial meaning as
an entity with circulation, transmission, and negative influence.*

Al-Badi'itook his cue from Ibn al-*Adin’s title and also wrote in the same genre.
Writing in this genre, the two authors were operating from a paradigm of justice not
only in relationship to al-Ma‘arri as a human being, a person, scholar, and poet, but
also from the perspective of justice to knowledge and knowledge production.
But unlike Ibn al-‘Adim, the Damascene poet and literatus al-Badi‘l includes a
particular exordium to justify the composition of his book such that its title may
be taken for its raison détre.** In keeping with his titular methodology of inquiry
(taharri), he begins with al-Ma‘arri’s biography and comparatively inserts the
strength of memory for al-Mutanabbi (d. 354 AH/965 CE) and then, defying chro-
nology, Aba Tammam (d. 231 AH/845 CE). Al-Mutanabbi may have indeed been
al-Ma‘arrT’s favorite poet, and according to some premodern scholars, it was not
difficult to see the specter of AbGi Tammam in some of al-Mutanabbi’s poetry.* But
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more than the spectral ghosts of past poets, there is an anecdote that relates the rela-
tionship between the three poets that may explain al-Badi'Ts choice of writing on
these three or linking them. Al-Ma arri was once asked which of the three has the
most poetic craft (ash ‘ar). Al-Ma‘arri replies, “al-Mutanabbi and Aba Tammam
are sagacious (hakiman) but the poet is al-Buhturl”™ Ibn al-Athir relates an even
more superlative image about how he is poetically fulfilled (iktafayt) with these three
poetsover others. He described the three poets as the deities of Arabic poetry for their
technique, craft, and the incorporation of innovative techniques of modern poets
(gharabat al-muhdathin): “and these three are the Lat of poetry and its “Uzza and
Manat” (wa-ha ula’ al-thalathatu hum latu al-shi ri wa- ‘uzzahu wa-manatuhu).*®
The triptych of nonanxious influences was not lost on al-Badi‘1, who devoted two
books to two of the three poets, the other two being al-Subh al-munbi ‘an haythiyyat
al-Mutanabbi and Hibat al-ayyam fima yata‘allaq bi-Abi Tammam. Al-Badi'Ts
methodology, as evident from his chapters’ selections, relies for the most part on
relating biographical anecdotes on al-Ma‘arrTs interactions with various people,
his travels, what people say about him, and the controversy surrounding his poetry
and faith from secondary sources. Even when he discusses the controversial opin-
ions and the confirmation of al-Ma‘arri’s faith he depends on secondary sources
with no personal input on his part. Even in the section titled “Criticism against
al-Ma‘arri” (al-ashya’ al-muntaqada ‘ala Abi al-‘Ala’), al-Badi'l relates what
Yaqat al-Hamawi had said and allows other scholars and authors to present their
critique against al-Ma ‘arrT’s poetry in a poetic dialogue-like presentation. He begins
with Yaqat al-Hamawi, then mentions al-Ma‘arris lines and the counter-lines or
critique by other scholars in a conversational style. For instance, al-Badi‘1 writes “so
the Judge al-Qazwini said,” “the Judge Aba Muhammad al-Yamani replied,” “and
so replied al-Dhahabi”¥ The larger part of the book is devoted to selections from
al-Ma‘arr’s works. While al-Badi‘1 is engaged in his neutral investigation, critique
was not lost on him. His arrangement of the scholars responding to al-Ma‘arri or
critiquing his poetry is in fact an attestation to (a) insdf to the responding scholar,
al-Maarri, as well as the reader and (b) an implicit understanding of the virtue of
insafon al-Badi Ts part. Even if al-Badi 1 strategically placed himself outside critique
by almost muting his critical voice and maintaining a neutral position subsumed
under a methodology of “investigation” or an “inquiry,” the work still operates under
the ethics of insaf. Thus, while it may seem that al-Badi'i is copying from sec-
ondary sources uncritically and engaging in taglid, the title itself communicates
to the reader that the result of neutral investigation would lead to similar results.
The same thing is true of Ibn al-‘Adim, who said in the exordium that he “stud-
ied the corpus of al-Ma‘arri . . . the faultfinder will not find in it any mistake nor
would the spiteful adversary catch a mistake’® The critical stance there-
fore is in al-Badi‘1 revisiting the secondary literature on al-Ma'arri anew and
cross-referencing critique as well as studying the corpus of al-Ma‘arri as evident in
the selections offered in the book.
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It may be worth asking why al-Badi'i picks up the controversy nearly four cen-
turies after Ibn al-*Adim’s book. Logically, it may appear tied to his literary inter-
est in both Abta Tammam and al-Mutanabbi. However, the investigative stance
of al-Badi'i allows us to expand this conjecture that his is perhaps a critique of
certain methodologies of taqglid and/or rivalry and malice masked as attacks on
faith. Ibn al-'Adim envisioned his critique for a future he could imagine to be
partially remedied of misunderstandings and attacks, that is, set right by his act of
insaf. This is not what happened. The future discourse on al-Ma‘arri was not free
of the same allegations Ibn al-*Adim endeavored to expose through his critique.
Ibn al-Wazir al-Yamani (d. 840 AH/1436 CE), who authored Nasr al-a ‘yan ‘ala
sharr al- ‘umyan (The Victory of the Sighted over the Evil of the Blind), tells us that
some ignorant people became taken by the poetry of al-Ma‘arri and “this poetry
is so despicable to be even documented and it is far too base and insignificant to
be even mentioned” (ahqar min an tustar wa-ahwan min an tudhkar).* Another
such work is Kitab al-mutawil by Muhammad b. ‘Ali al-Qamghar, known as Ibn
al-Khaymi (d. 642 AH/1286 CE), which, according to al-Suyati and al-Maqriz,
responds to al-Ma‘arri in places where he erred (al-radd ‘ala al-Ma arri fi
mawdadi“ saha fiha).”® It is not possible to ascertain the content of this book or
how Ibn al-Khaymi responded, but it is categorized under the general umbrella of
responding to al-Ma‘arri.>!

INSAF AS A CRITICAL CATEGORY OF THOUGHT

The viral copying of authors from each other and the deliberate ignoring of
al-Ma‘arri’s own self-defense invokes what Shahab Ahmed cautioned against:
“When Muslims claim to be speaking and acting as Muslims, that is, to be speaking
and acting in Islam, we need, as an analytical and conceptual matter, to take them
at their word”>* Perhaps playing one’s own devil’s advocate, if we postulate that insaf
is a moral imperative, why does insaf wait two centuries after al-Ma‘arrT’s death to
show itself in the form of these two works? Was the critical category of thought,
insaf, unknown before? What are the epistemic sources of its critical value?

Concomitant to the categories of justice and truth, insdf is not a stranger to
Islamic thought as an abstract concept fundamental to knowledge production
and the understanding and the interpretation of empirical experience. While
al-Ma‘arri was being inundated with false accusations in the eleventh century,
Muslim scholars were beginning to write in the category of insaf.” One of the ear-
liest works to employ insaf as a critical category of thought is by eleventh-century
scholar and theologian Ibn “Abd al-Barr (d. 463 AH/1071 CE), the judge of Lisbon
who authored Kitab al-insaf about the various opinions and differences between
scholars on the issue of saying the basmala before reading al-fatiha.>*

To see the seeds of this intellectual fruit, it is rewarding to highlight what Ibn
‘Abd al-Barr relates elsewhere in a chapter devoted to insaf, in which he describes
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“the thriving and blessing of knowledge and its decorum (adab): impartiality/
intellectual sobriety (al-insaf fihi). One who is not impartial, does not understand
and does not seek understanding” (min barakat al-‘ilm wa-adabihi al-insaf fihi
wa-man lam yunsif lam yafham wa-lam yatafahham).>® Insaf here becomes the
framework for the ethics of differences and disagreement. Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr relays
the various views and disagreements among scholars in an attempt to arrive at an
impartial judgment. Insaf therefore becomes a virtue-ethic as it regulates these
differences and our interpretation of them.

The critical value was not a matter of personal proclivity or reasoned opinion of
said scholar. Being a member of an epistemic community, the formulation of insaf
as an ethical framework is arguably the result of deliberated discussions, efforts,
and debates but also problems and issues that may have sparked solutions in the
form of critical values, within the epistemic community. The genealogy of insaf
may be argued therefore in terms of what was conceived as a critical category
of thought, albeit abstract, and can also be seen in praxis in the birth and devel-
opment of the science of criticism and praise (al-jarh wa-I-ta ‘dil) since the early
days of establishing the sciences of hadith transmission concerning the evalua-
tion and criteria of the reliability and unreliability of transmitters of hadith. But
it took shape by the eleventh century with the increase of untrue transmissions
and conflicts. With the science of criticism and praise, insaf becomes an intel-
lectual virtue proper, aimed at arriving at the truth of transmission. One would
find here anecdotes about family members who testify against each other in
favor of intellectual veracity. With regard to reliability of chains of transmission
(isnad) of hadith, for instance, once ‘Ali b. al-Madini was asked about his father,
and he replied, “Ask someone else” They said, “We ask you” He looked down then
lifted his head and said, “This is the religion: My father is weak [in hadith nar-
ration].”* Transmitters of hadith then applied the category of weak (da if) as it
pertains to hadith studies to their fathers, sons, and brothers regardless of their
kinship or emotional ties. This practice, or rather praxis, is a direct application
of Q.4:135 (“You who believe, uphold justice and bear witness to God, even if it
is against yourselves, your parents, or your close relatives”). Insaf, then, can be
seen to be applied as a critical category of thought that is used for the purpose of
critique and rational judgment despite ties of kinship. The Quranic discourse
places a prime importance on justice and critical justice as the utmost value to be
held even if it is against oneself. Insaf as an imperative virtue is communicated as
stronger than any perceived blood tie.

Hadith scholar Aba Dawud al-Sijistani (d. 275 AH/889 CE), well known for
his Sunan Abi Dawid, called his own son a “liar”” In this respect, this science
has constructed strict and unique rules for reliability that elevated insaf as a cri-
teria for its methodological framework because it is an Islamic imperative. Insaf,
as already established, is a requirement of muri’a (the perfecting of being human
or humanism).*® Murii’a is a quality that describes the fully human or the ideal
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human picture of the requisite behavior of the entity described regardless of gen-
der; in other words, etymologically, it is derived from the essence of the human or
expressing humanity in its fullest. In their discussion on mura’a, scholars stressed
insaf as that which reigned supreme among other virtue-ethics.”” It is reported
that the Prophet asked a man from Thaqif, “What is mura’a for your people?”
The man said, “Prophet of God, al-insaf (justice) and islah (reform)” The Prophet
replied, “And it is the same for us” (wa-hiya kadhalika fina).® The fields of hadith
and figh are not only showing us the place of this ethical imperative and its praxis
as an intellectual virtue in Islamic intellectual history; these relationships also
propose, indeed offer, conceivable intellectual connections between the fields of
Islamic sciences and other fields as well as show their interrelated roles in mutual
advancement and progress of these unique sciences (criticism and praise). Hadith’s
framework for what constitutes reliable isnad proffered what can also be seen as
the redefining of the intellectual virtuous subject who possesses insaf. If Aba
Dawnud, for instance, calls his son a “liar” where the authenticity of transmission
is concerned, this heightens the imperative nature of insaf as a virtue and a criti-
cal category of thought as a foundation to epistemic justice. His love for his son is
independent of his son being an unreliable hadith transmitter. This does not only
show us a slice of intellectual history and a footnote in the Islamic conception of
justice but also sheds light on an unprecedented moment of emotional depth and
maturity in accepting someone (even a family member) and at the same not being
blinded by their shortcomings and failings, not letting their human faults affect
one’s acceptance of them. This stance—which may seem paradoxical to some—
underscores a salient slice in the history of emotions with regard to not only the
compartmentalization of emotions but the compartmentalization of emotions
and acceptance of different colors in a relationship, even that of father-son. These
examples impart on us lessons of emotional depth and tolerance as they also shun
nepotism and favoritism that beget corruption, fanaticism, and societal decline.
If this praxis of insaf is a prerequisite to mura’a, it is obvious that acknowledging
the shortcomings of others but not letting that infringe on professionalism is an
attestation of true expression of humanity. The Qur'an’s choice of words is apt. In a
perceived moral dilemma of choosing between justice and not threatening blood
ties; the Quran urges to choose justice always. The perceived micro-chaos caused
by privileging justice over blood ties sees the fierce instrument of morality as a
threat, when in fact had that very instrument been upheld at all times, it would
act as a buffer against the imminent and incremental macro-chaos and tyranny
should justice be overthrown by the corrosiveness of weak morality. These strict
and perhaps unique rules for reliability that elevated insaf as an intellectual virtue
show not only the place of this ethical and intellectual virtue in Islamic intellec-
tual history but also propose conceivable connections between the advancement
and progress of these unique sciences (criticism and praise, jarh wa-ta ‘dil) and
the discourse on insaf. This theoretical discussion of insdf participates in the
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redefining and shaping of the intellectual virtuous subject. The desire, conscious
or unconscious, to exercise insaf and the understanding of human biases and also
weaknesses and the attempt to highlight them cannot be dissociated from adab
and mura’a. Insdfs imperative nature confronts these biases a priori within. The
individual’s will to ingaf is an attestation of imperative justice, and, by extension,
the sensibility of insaf will be the intellectual maturity that is also underlined with
emotional maturity. The praxis of insdf is conceived as a practice of forming and
epistemically evaluating something to arrive at a truth or knowledge that is “justi-
fied” via justice and therefore is a just truth. Insaf, then, is not just a critical category
of thought that was and could be used as a critique of something. The historical
moments in figh and hadith where possessing insaf was a key to epistemic cred-
ibility and trustworthiness is therefore part of this intellectual tradition and ethical
community even if they are not within the realm of figh. Aside from the theoreti-
cal value of this discussion, what this cross section of intellectual history shows
us is a different form of social and relational tolerance in personal relationships.
The son’s admitting his father is weak or unreliable in the chain of transmission
or the father’s admitting his son’s unreliability compartmentalized the personal
from the professional. These individuals’ ingdf attests to their emotional and intel-
lectual maturity and their own and others’ humanity, which by far exceeds one
who cannot accept the humanity or the flaws of their parents/children and would
sacrifice professionalism for personal ties.

INSAF AND THE VIRTUOUS SUBJECT

This forces us, if we are to practice insdf, to shift the focus of discussion to oth-
ers who did not generate the appropriate critical link and slipped into the rou-
tine interpretative habits such as Yaqat al-Hamawi, Ibn al-Jawzi, Ibn Kathir, and
others. Is it appropriate to morally blame them for lack of insaf? Or is it more
appropriate to practice what some moral philosophers call “resentment of disap-
pointment,” which encourages us to contest thinking of and challenge discourse
that sees a culture’s moral discourse as a “finite monolith”?®! This is because a dis-
appointment in general is based on the belief that it “was historically possible,
in our newly extended sense, for [our distant/historical others] to have made a
better judgment”® This blame cannot stand because in addition to the routine
discourse, there is also the exceptional discourse, which may or may not have been
within the ethical subject’s reach. Is it possible to blame them for not making some
exceptional leap of moral insight that was within their reach?® Is our blame stem-
ming from questioning the epistemic tools and resources available to them at that
historical moment or from knowing, in posterity, that they could do better? Can
we think of these scholars as individuals only or as part of a structure, as they all
read each other and operated within a field, hence the injustice toward al-Ma‘arri
is more of a structural one rather than an individual one? Using these insights
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therefore when we are focused on what is perceived as routine discourse of this his-
torical moment or that culture or this literary figure, we are viewing Arabic literary
history as a monolith and also abandoning and not considering the exceptional dis-
course offered, which is not only exemplary of its historical moment but one that
has utilized all moral and intellectual resources available to it.* To consider all dis-
courses is ingdf on our part. Therefore, there are two options offered to us as read-
ers of these historical others presented in this chapter: to blame historical others
like Ibn al-Jawzi and Ibn Kathir, among others, for failing to realize what was obvi-
ous and available to Ibn al-*Adim and al-Badi i, or to situate ingdf as an imperative
and embrace the discursive nuance in the one discourse as one pointing to contin-
gencies; some are easier than others to discern. Ibn al-*Adim attacks these people
espousing the routine discourse using two categories: intellectual and ethical. He
accused them of blind imitation and having no respect for al-Ma‘arrT’s scholar-
ship and being without conscience. Ibn al-*Adim relates to us that the majority of
al-Ma‘arrTs students “were imams, judges, scholars, literati, narrators of hadith.
They all learned and benefited from him and no one said anything about him
that would tarnish his reputation or character”®® Al-Ma‘arri himself, Ibn al-'Adim
maintains, is musnad; he narrated hadith.* To add, Ibn al-*Adim repeatedly and
through various anecdotes shows us how close to the elite al-Ma‘arri was. He was
known and favored by very powerful people in the corridors of power who asked
him to author books for them, and some of them repeatedly offered to give him
more money than his allotted allowance to subsist comfortably but he refused.*’
Within the framework of ingsdf, Ibn al-'Adim therefore removed the accusers, who
are outside the ethical and intellectual economy of insdf, into a deficit of credibil-
ity. To put it more clearly, to embrace the knowledge offered outside the impera-
tive of insaf is to offer an interpretation of the work and the world without the
complete hermeneutical tools and critical categories available and thereby would
warrant that the reading is falling into grave errors, chief among which, as Ibn
al-‘Adim tells us, is blind imitation.

It is unsurprising that Ibn al-*Adim authored this book. Trained in hadith, Ibn
al-"Adim possessed and forged the aforementioned intellectual links propelled by
hadith studies where insaf as a critical category of thought is put to practical use
in the sciences of hadith in particular. The abstract concept of insaf as an Islamic
imperative is transformed into praxis and a genre of writing as Ibn al-‘Adim
engages through insaf with the corpus of al-Ma‘arri. Ibn al-‘Adim authored his
book in defense of al-Ma‘arri in what appears to be a scholarly genre of insaf pav-
ing the way for people outside the field of hadith centuries later, like al-Badi'i, to
partake in the genre. The aforementioned intellectual tools presented by hadith
and figh offer the ethical subject a “tradition” of insaf, whereby the subject is epis-
temically socialized through this heritage from the ethical community to “generate
an appropriate critical link between the traditional moment in which [they] gained
their primary ethical socialization and the experiences that life offers [them]*® It
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appears then to us that the exceptional interpretative moment, the insaf of Ibn
al- 'Adim and al-Badi‘Ts books, offers us a link between the traditional moment
exemplified in the Islamic imperative of insaf when faced with a life experience or
a crisis, so to speak, of writing about al-Ma‘arrlL.

The opponent, to whom al-Ma‘arri is responding, wants us to believe that
he performed critique on al-Ma‘arris poetry and arrived at the conclusion
that al-Ma‘arri and his poetry are outside Islam, adab, and the Arab-Islamic tradi-
tion. Al-Ma‘arri performed an adabized critique using the ihala of Arab-Islamic
literary, historical, and social resources. The framework of regulating the adab
of critique, so to speak, must rely on a recognized referent. Relying on speech
(i.e., the content of his proof) al-Ma"arri utilized the Arab-Islamic history, poetry,
and idioms. In this respect, we have a difference between the two agons: the
opponent is one who is disconnected from this history, while al-Ma‘arri prac-
tices what Andalusian poet, philologist, and literary critic Hazim al-Qartajanni
(d. 648 AH/1285 CE) calls ihala,* which is referring, but also, in a sense, a commit-
ment to the reference. Referring indicates an allusion where a reader is invited to
an understanding of a literary relationship by way of language and symbols. This
invitation in itself carries a commitment of association. In other words, a noncon-
textual reading or a decontextualized reading, such as in this case, that overlooks
all references and allusions cannot be classified as an adabized reading. This is the
reason al-Ma"arri depicts this reading as failed and errorist. Thus, a reference to
history in a poem, or in al-Ma ‘arr{’s agon, is more than an allusion or a reference
to history to remind, represent, and compare, as al-Qartajanni lists some of the
uses. It is a committing in the sense of obligating the other party to a framework of
critique and reading through shared intellectual/historical institutions that cannot
be escaped because it is (a) shared history and (b) a shared memory used to read
the poem. By using this frame, al-Ma ‘arri shows that if a reader is going through
a hermeneutical crisis of understanding, it is because the reader does not have a
critical, theoretical, and/or cultural frame. The reader is disengaged; although
al-Ma‘arr and his readers know that the crisis is a fabricated hermeneutic crisis.
In this respect, there is a difference between the two agons: the opponent is one
who is disconnected from this history, cannot commit to ikala, and refuses the
intra-linguistic reality of al-Ma‘arrT’s poetry or what Stefan Sperl calls “semiologi-
cal mimesis,””® while as noted above al-Ma‘arri practices ifala. Constructing the
opponent’s speech/text through al-Ma‘arrTs responses would indicate to us that
his premises did not abide by any of the rules mentioned above. In this respect,
in its own attempt in persuasion, besides being a lie, it rhetorically ignored the
rules of persuasion and usurped what al-Qartajanni calls the committing refer-
ent (ihala), which al-Ma‘arri used. The opponent’s text and accusations, as con-
structed through al-Ma‘arri’s relating of the critical response, would fall under
what I identify as an errorism that al-Ma‘arri tells us attempts to epistemically
trade and profit. The errorist, whom al-Ma ‘arri calls jahil (ignorant), is not in need
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of a few lessons in adab or so al-Ma‘arri would have addressed him as a poten-
tial adib. The errorist is intentionally misreading. Al-Ma‘arri therefore does not
address the homo ignorans. Rather, he refers to him as if absent or in the third per-
son. The Zajr’s grammatical shift (iltifat) offers a posture away from the opponent;
it evokes what Suzanne Stetkevych calls the Luzimiyyat’s “poetics of disengage-
ment.””" It disengages not only from the vital signs of life but arguably also from
the reader as it constantly challenges them with ambivalence, an ambivalence
couched, contradictorily, in a tyrannical, conformist lexical pattern.”? The point of
contention here is that this predatory reader, the errorist, is framing their critique
of al-Ma‘arrT’s work using jahl-inducing frameworks and attempting to univer-
salize this reading. He is engaging in the hermeneutics of jahl while al-Ma‘arri
disengages and addresses the adabized, well-tempered reader. The intellectually
scandalous dialogical exposure of said opponent is unenviable but also points us
to adab as a critical method in itself. The act of critique is therefore granted to all
parties; however, the soundness of critique is not.

The routine discourse of al-Ma‘arri that relates his alleged skepticism or athe-
ism is not only an uncritical view but one that has adopted a routine discourse
uncritically and abandoned a framework that took the full virtues in question. In
other words, a critique that is not based on the cognizance of ethical imperatives
is questionable, as it fails to embody complete integrity. The refusal to see these
discursive nuances therefore is a refusal to see the discursive efforts within the
one tradition. This ultimately highlights a tendency to adopt one narrative rather
than the other—cherry-picking. Embracing the routine discourse only is a choice
on the reader’s part, past and future readers, which points to an embracing of
literary and critical judgments based on subjects who, according to the culture’s
intellectual and ethical imperative, have not applied full virtue-ethics. In the afore-
mentioned examples, the achievement of full virtue-ethics depended on generat-
ing a critical link between the tradition in an ethical continuum with the tradition
in a moment of hermeneutical crisis. And contrary to common beliefs, the critical
link with the tradition allows readers to intellectually savor a nuanced view of
al-Ma‘arri as opposed to the monolithic, fanatic, intellectually amputated views
that are severed from any critical links save for themselves.
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Adab as Method

Philological Retaliation and the Seventy Names for a
Dog: al-Ma ‘arris Insult and al-Suyiiti’s Exoneration

LITERARY CHAGRIN AND
THE FOUR-HUNDRED-YEAR-OLD INSULT

From Argos the faithful dog of Odysseus, the dogs of Exodus 11:7, Layla’s dog that
led Majniin to her, and Toto in The Wizard of Oz to Emmanuelle Levinas’s Bobby
the stray dog as “the last Kantian in Nazi Germany,” dogs have never ceased to
occupy and enrich people’s lives and imaginations. Nor have they ceased to be the
referent of slurs. Even with a literary tribute like Ibn al-Marzuban’s (d. 309 AH/921
CE) Fadl al-kilab ‘ala kathir mimman labisa al-thiyab (The Virtue of Dogs over
Many Who Wear Clothes)—worthy anecdotes of pre-Kantian dogs—the slurs did
not stop.' The threat or the actual act of insult aims at dehumanizing another,
ridiculing them, and stripping them of their ontological status as human, socially
and morally. It can be considered an anti-adab act if viewed abstractedly, but adab
devoted part of its pursuits to the poetic mode of hija’ (invective poetry). Hija’
often preoccupies itself with criticism of what appears to be a failure in perfect-
ing a conception of the ideal human and mura’a and the failure in keeping up
acceptable behavior; accordingly, even with hija’, there was an ethical criterion
and framework.” An insult is conceivably both an emotional and a moral crisis. It
is not just about humiliation and the very understandable visceral emotional pain
involved but also the moral question of the desire for retaliation. Retaliation does
not need to follow suit; it does not need to equally insult the other party. Literati
and adibs are not removed from these unenviable situations. However, they may
have engaged with innovative methods for adabful retaliation.

An anecdote relates that on his way to al-Sharif al-Murtada’s (d. 436 AH/1044
CE) court, al-Ma‘arri, the visually impaired poet, stumbles on a man. The man,
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flustered, formulates an insult in the form of an inquiry relegating al-Ma‘arri to
a third-person bystander, “Who is this dog?” (man hadha al-kalb). Al-Ma'arri
retorts quickly and tells the man, “A dog is someone who does not know seventy
names for the dog” (al-kalb man la ya ‘rif li-I-kalb sab ‘ina isman), and leaves it
there in apparent philological victory. It seems al-Ma ‘arri not only returned the
jibe but almost insulted everyone, as al-Suyuti’s (d. 911 AH/1505 CE) later philo-
logical enterprise attests. Four hundred years later, Egyptian scholar al-Suyiti does
not leave it there and takes this insult to heart.

In a manner of an explication de texte/mot or a sharh of “dogness” al-Suyiuti
writes an urjiiza, a poetic form on the rajaz meter, on dodging al-Ma‘arrTs insult,
titled al-Tabarri min ma ‘arrat al-Ma ‘arri (The Exoneration from al-Ma‘arrT’s
Humiliation). He claims that after consulting philology books and lexicons, he
compiled over sixty names for the dog, maintaining that his purpose for compiling
this poem is to benefit his readers, as most people would not happen to just know
seventy names for a dog—but it is assumed that al-Ma‘arri did. Since al-Suyuti
managed to compile a list short of seventy, he asks leniency from his readers. It is
interesting that he is not only inviting his readers to participate in this enterprise
but that there also seems to be a double participation therein. Al-Suyuti did not
treat al-Ma‘arri’s eleventh-century anecdote as a representation of wit and erudi-
tion to silence disrespect, passed down from one book to another as an example
of what Everett K. Rowson calls “Alexandrian qualities”® The “Alexandrian” char-
acter of the literary culture reflected in these works emphasized the centrality of
erudition for these authors and their audiences. Everyone was conscious of a mas-
sive and substantial tradition behind contemporary literary efforts, which they
acknowledged. However, there is little to no evidence for this tradition being per-
ceived in any way as a burden—compared to some later nahda and modern lite-
rati, for instance. As Rowson maintains, “The ‘anxiety of influence’ becomes acute
only when originality is prized in a way that would be completely foreign to our
authors. What we seem to find instead is a real delight in influence”™ For Mam-
luk writers, it can be argued that “intertextuality was what literature is all about;
and the more of a past one has to deal with, the more one can glory in reproduc-
ing, ringing changes on, and playing with that past, to the ongoing enrichment of
the Arabic literary tradition” Identifying the names of precursor writers can be a
deliberate act carried out by the learned successors, who are proud to have their
work at the center of attention by virtue of being mentioned.® The tradition-cen-
tered pride is not stagnant; rather it is an engagement that reimagines and recrafts
both the tradition and itself. In this respect, this is an invitation to understand the
accomplishments of adab in the Mamluk period, an assessment on the basis of
which will offer us a less “jejune’ and ‘derivative’ (in an assumed negative sense)
than the consensus of past scholarship would insist was the case””

The anecdote becomes a participatory invitation where al-Suytti invited him-
self to add to this piece of tradition from the eleventh century.® He imagined
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himself, as well as his readers, and everyone in the history of adab, for that matter,
to be held to disgrace by the insult “not knowing seventy names for a dog,” hence
the title. In this respect, he imagined an adab sphere with participants, players,
and agents. It is a crisis that happened in the eleventh century to one man but
al-Suyuti acknowledges its ripples in a trans-temporal continuum. The allusion in
the urjiiza does not become derivative or unimaginative in this case—a rehashing
of a four-hundred-year-old anecdote; it becomes a means of communication with
the past but also an appropriation of it to the present aesthetics. Mamluk aesthetics
engaged in the “use of literary texts for pragmatic communication as well as the
creation of pragmatic texts in a literature guise.” The use of verse as a pedagogi-
cal medium has a literary form that is employed for pragmatic communication.
Famous earlier urjiizas include the Mulhat al-i ‘rab of al-Hariri (d. 516 AH/1122
CE), the Alfiyya of Ibn Malik (d. 672 AH/1274 CE), and its antecedent, the Alfiyya
of Ibn Mu‘ti (d. 638 AH/1231 CE)."

Al-Suyuti is not unique in remodeling and reworking these models from the
past and engaging with older texts. This is a Mamluk exercise par excellence.
For instance, al-Safadi (d. 764 AH/1363 CE) equally dwells on a debate that took
place between Matta b. Yanus (d. 329 AH/940 CE) and Abu Sa‘id al-Sirafi (d. 368
AH/979 CE). This is an event that is dated to 330 AH/932 CE. Al-Safadi inserts
himself into these debates of logic and rationalist philosophy as part of his resis-
tance to traditionalist modes of reading." Through these revivals and adaptations
of works of the past, Mamluk authors did not attempt to re-create past models
or build on variations of Abbasid themes, “nor did they aspire to revive a ‘golden
age””!? Rather, as Thomas Bauer maintains, these intertextual references fulfilled
several purposes. They served as a means to define their relationship with the
past, to engage with a dialogue with foundational texts, to present their ideas and
theses into contemporary discourse, and to acclimatize this discourse to the then
prevailing sensibilities. This is not to exclude the fact that in some other cases,
this engagement may be chiefly a validation of ability and techné in remodeling
an older text, an act that essentially participated in the shaping of the cultural
memory of the times."

PHILOLOGICAL RETALIATION:
AL-MA ARRI’S INSULT AND COUNTER-INSULT

It is useful to highlight the sources or the textual relations that al-Suyuti engages
as he repurposes and reconstructs the anecdote. The anecdote is related in sev-
eral sources. For example, in al-Anbarfs (d. 577 AH/1181 CE) Nuzhat al-alibba’
fi tabagat al-udaba’** In his Irshad al-arib ila ma ‘rifat al-adib, Yaqat al-Hamawi
(d. 626 AH/1229 CE) also relates the anecdote,'® as does al-Safadi (d. 764 AH/1363
CE) in Nakt al-himyan fi nukat al- ‘umyan'® and al-Damiri (d. 742 AH/1404 CE) in
his Hayat al-hayawan al-kubra."” Not all scholars who came after al-Suytiti mention
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the wurjiiza. Katip Celebi or Hajji Khalifa (d. 1068 AH/1657 CE), the Ottoman
polymath, mentions the urjiiza in his Kashf al-zuniin ‘an asami al-kutub wa-I-funiin.
He says that al-Suyati mentions it in his Diwan al-hayawan.'® However, in his
Ma ‘ahid al-tansis ‘ala shawahid al-talkhis, Egyptian ‘Abd al-Rahim al- ‘Abbasi
(Abu al-Fath al-"Abbasi) (d. 963 AH/1556 CE) relates al-Ma‘arrTs anecdote along
with copious others about his life, but he does not refer to al-Suyttl’s urjiiza.' The
urjiza can be considered to exemplify the position of scholars of language toward
synonyms (al-taraduf).” Al-Lababidi (d. 1318 AH/1900 CE) observes that scholars
often boasted about learning and memorizing synonyms. Beginning with an
anecdote related by Ibn Faris, Caliph Haran al-Rashid (d. 193 AH/808 CE)
asks al-Asma‘1 (d. 216 AH/828 CE) about some poetry by Aba Hizam al-"UKI,
which the former then proceeds to explain. The caliph, apparently pleased,
tells al-Asma‘1 that “the strange (al-gharib) for you is not strange (ghayr gharib)**
Al-Asma‘i replies, “And how should it be otherwise, when I have memorized sev-
enty names for the stone (hajar)?”** It appears then that al-Ma‘arrT’s frame for the
“seventy names of something” had a precedent, as seen in the anecdote of al-Asma 1.

Similarly, in his al-Ansab, al-Sam‘ani (d. 562 AH/1166 CE) relates an anec-
dote about poet Muhammad b. al-*Abbas al-Khawarizmi (d. 383 AH/993 CE),
who al-Sam‘ani attests was unique in his mastery of the Arabic language and
poetry. The anecdote relates that al-Khawarizmi enters the majlis of al-Sahib b.
‘Abbad (d. 385 AH/995 CE) wearing shabby clothes. He advances in the majlis,
despite being a latecomer and disruptive to the already seated people, and so the
attendants become dismayed. Thinking that al-Khawarizmi does not speak Ara-
bic, an attendant exclaims, “Who is this dog?” Al-Khawarizmi retorts, “A dog is
someone who does not know twenty names [in twenty dialects] for a dog ( ‘ishrin
lugha)” So everyone becomes silent and they commend him.* The anecdote
becomes an antecedent variation on the subsequent narrative of al-Ma‘arri. In
both anecdotes, the insult is always about an action perceived as anti-adab but the
response is often more injurious than the perceived action in an adabful method.
In this case, the anecdotes take adab as a moral decorum. The insulting person
perceives a slight and acts accordingly. In al-Khawarizmf’s case, advancing in the
majlis was perceived as an anti-adab act. The anecdote also emphasized the shabby
clothes since being well dressed is also a requirement of possessing adab as part of
self-respect and one’s humanity.* In al-Ma‘arrTs case, it is stumbling over some-
one, perhaps a blunder in comportment, to be swiftly rectified by excusing one-
self, but it may very well be involuntary. The insulting person in this case did not
give al-Maarri the benefit of the doubt in the first place and failed to understand
that al-Ma‘arri is visually impaired. In both anecdotes, the narrative gives us two
strings of competing performances of adab: the moral one where dress, manners,
and speech are concerned, and the literary string of adab. The anecdotes tell us that
the insulting adib is representing one definition of adab as decorum and character,
which the adib sees violated by the insulted adib. The latter, who may be excused,
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as is the case of al-Ma‘arri, is perceived as lacking adab but the counter-insult
shows us that this is not the case. It represents the definition of adab as corpus and
erudition and enables the adib to reaffirm his adab status and to triumph through
his own adab. It not only reiterates a definition of adab in this case but it presents a
way in which the performance of the two foci of adab is deemed critical.

In al-Maqama al-shi ‘riyya by al-Hariri (d. 516 AH/1122 CE), al-Saraji and his
son fabricate a story about a dispute among themselves over plagiarism or repur-
posing poetry (sariqa)—a prominent topic in premodern literary criticism—to
dupe the judge and abuse his kindness.”® After they are done, al-Sartji tells Ibn
Hammam about the ruse and instructs him to let the judge know how easy it was
to swindle him. When the judge hears this, he says that if it were not for al-Sartji’s
adab and its sanctity, he would have chased after him until he caught him.*

In this respect, we have a similar attitude here toward an action that is
deemed anti-adab and the individual in question deemed talented enough to be
superlatively impressive and labeled as a “golden boy” to the extent that what are
represented as unacceptable actions are deemed less significant or sometimes par-
donable next to his talent and adab. In this case, the judge, whether saving face
over his failure of discovering the ruse or being truly sincere in his proclamation
of the sanctity (hurma) of al-SarGjT’s adab, is also operating within the aforemen-
tioned dichotomous frame of adab as praxis and corpus.

How should we read al-Maarri’s retort in light of the context of his career and
adab as both aesthetics (text) and ethics (morals and decorum)??” Al-Ma ‘arrinever
insulted the man but pointed out his lack of adab as a literary sensibility and as a
moral decorum. Had he been an adib, he would not have insulted al-Ma‘arri or
anyone for that matter—at least not explicitly. Had he been an adib in the literary
and scholarly sense, he would have known the seventy names for a dog or at least
how to find them. “Correct Arabic . . . was both the condition of entry to and dis-
tinguishing mark of the elite””® While the man pointed to al-MaarrTs perceived
lack of adab as decorum, al-Ma‘arri also pointed to the man’s lack of adab in both
the ethical and literary senses and quantified this moral lack in the parameters
of knowledge. The certain absence of knowledge for seventy names of a dog is a
certain absence of adab in the pedagogical sense for the insulting man, which is
what al-Ma‘arri aimed at delivering. The attempt at humiliating al-Ma arri and
thereby morally excluding him through humiliation as part of the inner workings
of this incident explains his clever retort. Al-Ma‘arri mirrored the act of exclusion
by using the registers of language and adab as a medium for insults by accusing
the man of incompetence. “Accusations of defective and ungrammatical language,”
Michael G. Carter maintains, are “ipso facto attempts to exclude a person from
that elite”’® The man’s exclusion from language competency, an important social
and cultural capital, is even more injurious as the anecdote takes place in the court
of an established person. It was therefore the man who was excluded from being a
member of an elite group of litterateurs and from respect, not al-Ma‘arri.
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In the realm of adab, the man insulting al-Ma‘arri, in calling him a dog,
attempted to strip him of his adib status metaphorically since “by virtue of adab
man is distinguished from the rest of animals”*® The question of mura’a, hence
humanity, exceeds the boundaries of the biological, chemical, and anatomical
definitions of the human being, which the insult aims at. Al-Ma‘arrTs comeback
quickly established him as an adib and solidified his murii’a beyond the biological
and as a moral definition of the human, as it presented the man with an epistemic
crisis in his ignorance of that which is used: language. The rhetorical battle that
probably lasted a few seconds was a power struggle over the ownership of lan-
guage. Carter observes that Islam is a “logocentric” civilization and by extension
any “criminal trial is essentially a ritual to determine whether a certain name can
lawfully be applied to be the accused”™' While not a criminal legal trial, insult-
ing and humiliating someone is also an attempt to work within this logocentrism
and rhetorically apply a “name” or an “adjective” to another person and create a
relationship between them essentially to humiliate the person in question through
that accusation. It endeavors to ontologically change the status of the entity and
hence our perception of said entity. An attempt to classify al-Ma'arrTs insult
and retort as a hija’ would fail, since al-Ma‘arri did not resort to a rally to return
the man’s invective. In this case, al-Maarri diverted the genre of the battle from
verbal abuse or hija’ and ended the rally with a single lob over the man’s head.
Engaging in hija’ would confirm the man’s mastery and ownership of language,
since it would confirm that both the man and al-Ma arri use the same language
and understand each other and the words used and therefore they can commu-
nicate and understand each other perfectly. Even if this exchange occurred in the
realm of hija’ as an institution, it remains an implicitly agreed-upon institution,
where there is a consensus stipulated by subscribing to participating in the genre
to exchange insults willingly, but also artistically, and therefore would privilege the
man’s status as a potential adib or even a proper user of the language. It would thus
relegate al-Ma ‘arri as a user of this language that was used as a vehicle to deliver
the blow and confirm the insult’s veracity. Rather, stripping the man of linguistic
legitimacy rendered the insult invalid. The man thus becomes an incapable user of
the language. The man’s insult utilized the dog as a descriptor of a human thereby
stripping the dog of its lexical meaning, as per the insult or any insult for that
matter and al-Ma‘arrT’s ontological reality. Al-Ma arri’s redefining of the dog from
the realm of animals as an insult used against him to the realm of abstraction as
an entry in the lexicon showcased what is known as sarf al-lafz ‘an mugqtadahu,
turning the word away from its course of patterned or modeled use (muqtadahu)
by expanding the meaning of a certain word (itlaq al-lafz). He emptied it of its pat-
terned meaning as an insult in this context and expanded or loosened it to another
meaning. In this respect, al-Ma‘arri offered a new meaning for the word in this
context. He thereby widened the semantic range of “dog,” which is a Ma‘arrian
enterprise par excellence. In the context of al-Ma‘arris poetry, meanings are
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multiplied in a wider semantic range. This is what Suzanne Stetkevych identifies
as the “poetics of engagement.”*? In addition to the lexical dog that is misused to
become an insult, the dog will also be someone who does not know seventy names
for a dog. This is also what al-Qartajanni emphasized in his discussion of al-ighrab
(defamiliarization) as a salient component for the poetic image. He maintains that
the purpose of an unfamiliar mimetic image (muhakat al-ahwal al-mustaghraba)
would be either affective and rousing (inhad al-nufiis) or as an exemplum (i ‘tibar)
or used to solicit a task to be done or deter from it altogether because of its strange-
ness (hamlaha ‘ala talab al-shay’ wa-fi‘lihi aw al-takhalli ‘an dhalika ma‘a ma
tajiduhu min al-istighrab).*® Al-Ma‘arrTs counter-mimetic move took the mimetic
cue from the man insulting him (man = dog) but offered a defamiliarizing defini-
tion for the dog that solicited something so strange that it is intrinsically deterred.
Al-Ma‘arrTs ighrab or defamiliarization, though considered a speech-act, is
therefore also what al-Qartajanni subsumes under any deductive analogy speech
(aqawil giyasiyya) that builds on image-evoking (takhyil) and contains mimesis
(muhakat). Its premises may be apodictic/discursive proof (burhaniyya), dialec-
tic (jadaliyya), oratorial/rhetorical (khatabiyya), conclusive (yaginiyya), common
(mushtahira), or probable (maznina).**

Al-Ma‘arri indeed roused the man by asking him to know something he was
not able to. The power struggle can only be won through knowledge of all lexicons,
an encyclopedic knowledge for this matter, as al-Suytti exemplified in his urjiza.
Al-Ma‘arri continued the same rupture created by the man in the system of
signs (man = dog) but the name expanded and transformed as an accusation
of ignorance of what the man perceives as this system. The man cannot associate
the name of the dog with the meanings of the dog in the prompted classification
supplied by al-Ma ‘arri. The latter supplied the potential knowledge that acts as the
bond to associate the lexical dog with the meanings of dog together. Al-MaarrTs
retort not only expanded the lexical dog to compete with the man’s using the same
framework but also implied the man’s self-ignorance (a dog who does not know
seventy names for dogs) and by extension overall ignorance. Al-Ma‘arri therefore
expelled the man outside both the systems of knowledge and language.

LEXICOGRAPHICAL POETRY:
AL-SUYUTI’S EXONERATION AND
THE PHILOLOGICAL LIMITS OF THE DOG

In titling his work as such, al-Suyuti entered into a contract with readers and, as
al-Musawi contends, in such a “response to a horizon of expectation and need, the
writer may have wanted his production to be compatible with current needs and
demands. In these titles we encounter resonance, assonance, intonation, parono-
masia, antithesis, contrafaction, and also referents that send us to the body of the
text and its intertexts and subtexts”® In this, al-Suyati informed his readers of
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the antecedent literary forefather of this work and the time travel involved. In an
urjiiza made up of thirty-seven lines, divided into two hemistiches each, al-Suyuti
relates the history and reasons behind the writing of this work. He then lists a little
over sixty names for a dog from line 10 onward. In lines 2-5, he relates that the
incident was transmitted through reliable chains of transmission thereby attesting
its veracity but also an awareness of similar prior anecdotes. Al-Suyuti refers to
the verbally insulting man as al-mujjahal (the one made ignorant), the man who
verbally insulted al-Ma‘arri and said: “Who is this dog who did not see?” (man
dhalika al-kalb al-ladhi ma absara).

The manner in which al-Suyuti refers to the insulting man is grammatically
telling. He uses the passive participle (mufa “‘al) of form II (fa ‘‘ala) of the root
j-h-1 (ignorance, lack of reason). Form II usually describes the action of the verb
intensely; it adds power and intensity to the verb. In this case, the man is described
as being the passive recipient of an intense action of ignorance (jahhala), thereby
being mujahhal (pronounced or instructed in ignorance). The passive recipient
of jahl is an interesting take on the constituents of murii'a and adab as will and
resolve (‘azm). Here is an indication that the man lacks will even for jahl; he is
passively receiving it. This usage evokes form II of d-r-s (to teach) and its pas-
sive participle of mudarras (taught) and equally form II of a-d-b (to educate and
instruct) and mu ‘addab (one who is instructed in the manners of adab, possessing
adab). The insulting man is therefore referred to in the grammatical parameters
of teaching, instruction, but using the diction of anti-adab. Al-Suyuti saw through
al-Ma‘arri’s comeback and is proud of al-Ma‘ar1T’s retort as he describes it as gawl
jali (lucid/polished words) (see the appendix for the full urjiza).

Al-Suyuti then tells us about his own research in the urjiiza. He relates that he
consulted numerous volumes but they fall short of seventy and for this he asks
leniency from his prospective readers/critics:*
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In the vast oceans of our blessed language I dove
Seeking to gather these names, a treasure trove

I thus amassed numerous findings indeed
While in what remains, I seek divine ease to proceed

It must be noted that the lexical pursuit in itself was not a static and inorganic schol-
arly activity. Lexicons started as a specialized enterprise to set the standard for cor-
rect usage and a way to preserve the purity of language beyond not only intrusion
but idiolects and transmutation. And while there was not a dearth of lexicons in the
formative period and during the developing stages of lexicons in the tenth century,
they were regarded as insufficiently important, a position that al-Musawi argues
was seriously revised in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries when “lexicons
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turned into custodians of an Islamic narrative’” Indeed, al-Suyatis wurjiiza
attests to these changed sensibilities toward lexicons as a display of Mamluk times.

In line 10, al-Suyuti relates that al-baqi ‘ is a name for the hyena (al-dab °); the
term also describes a person who is very cunning (dahiya) and is derived from
the spotted skin of the hyena (al-baga ), as explained by Ibn Manzdr, al-Saghani,*
and al-Zabidi.* They also refer to poet al-Akhtal’s (d. 92 AH/708 CE) line:
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Eat the lizard and the mule of donkeys
and the dog (al-bagqi ) that spends the night vigilant between graveyards

In line 10, he lists al-wazi’, al-kalb, al-abga’, and al-zari‘. Al-Saghani relates the
names of the dogs quoting Ibn Durayd (d. 321 AH/933 CE) as awlad dhari’, awlad
zari', and awlad wazi“.* Ibn Manzir and al-Zabidi are more convincing in giving
us an etiology as they explain that the dog is called wazi" (deterrent) because it
intimidates wolves from attacking mixed herds or a group of livestock. In the four
names above, al-abqa * (spotted) does not seem to be a name or epithet (kunya)
for the dog but rather the proper way of describing the spotted dog. Ibn Manzir
tells us that all spotted animals (black and white) have a proper descriptive name.*
In line 11, al-Suyati lists al-khaytal (the swaggerer), al-suham (darkness), al-asad
(lion), al- ‘urbuj (small coachman), al- ‘ajiiz (the old one). Like al-baqi ', al-khaytal
also refers to a very shrewd person and is a synonym for the dog.** This is a posi-
tive simile reservoir of dogs. Al-suham refers to a quality of hair or fur, soft and
beautiful. Al-suham (darkness) was then not used as a name of a dog but more of
a description of a dog with dark coat. Al-Suyati tells us that al-asad (lion) is also
one of the names of the dog despite al-Jahiz relating the objection of some people
in using the lion and dog interchangeably: “The dog is not one of the names of the
lion and neither is the lion one of the names of the dog” (laysa al-kalb min asma’
al-asad ka-ma an laysa al-asad min asma’ al-kalb), except if you were to compli-
ment someone’s dog and liken it to a lion.* Interestingly, Damascene al-Lababidi
lists “the dog” (al-kalb) as one of the names of the lion.* That said, al-Jahiz adds that
the dog can only be called a lion interchangeably if it is a rabid one (‘aqiir).* He
relates that lion and dog bites should be treated similarly, referring to the fatality of
both.* Despite being the favorite prey of the lion, as al-Jahiz maintains, it is possible
that calling an uncontrollable dog a lion is a semiotic move that corresponds to the
dog that has become violent or rabid, that is, no longer fitting the description of a
dog as a domesticated animal, humans’ helper, and/or companion.*” Alternatively,
al- ‘urbuj (a big hunting dog) is like al-thamtham (hunting dog) (line 21); both refer
to hunting dogs of bigger sizes.*® Al- ‘gjiiz is a curious and witty use on al-SuyutTs
part; it can mean both the dog and the jackal.*” Following the hunting dog name,
he completes the image with a possible reference to the part of the sword referred
to as al- ‘ajiiz (meaning “the old one” but also “the blade”);* al- ‘ajiiz is also another
name for war (al-harb).”! The sword and war are concomitant and immemorial,
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hence al- ‘ajiiz (the old one). The name may have little to do with dogs except with
reference to the part of the sword with the aforementioned name located beside
the part known as al-kalb (literally, “the dog;” which, according to al-Lababidy, is the
nail (mismar) in the grip of the sword), and they are often explained together in
lexicons.*? The hunting dog in the urjiiza is therefore explained within the frame-
work of the lexical entry meaning both: the hunting dog and the sword parts. The
similarity of functions loaned the homonymic purchase.

Because the dog curls its tail up often, it is called al-a ‘qad (the curled). The
poet al-Farazdaq (d. 114 AH/732 CE) used the simile to describe a certain walk
(mashyat al-jadhif al-a ‘qad, “the walk of a brisking trot”) as if they are walking
affectedly.”® A later lexicon like al-ZabidT’s tells us that the dog that has a little white
in its neck would be called “the one with a neck”* Earlier, Ibn Manzir defines
al-a ‘naq differently and does not involve the dog, even though it was previously
mentioned as such in Andalusian Ibn Sidah’s (Ibn Sayyidihi) (d. ca. 458 AH/1066
CE) al-Mukhassas and in the Yemeni linguist and literatus Nashwan al-Himyarf’s
(d. 573 AH/1178 CE) Shams al- ‘ulim, for instance.”® Further, al-Suyuti relates
al-dirbas (rabid dog), which is a common name, with lions t0o,” as is al- ‘amallas,
which is a common name shared with the violent wolf and the ferocious dog.””
Then, al-qutrub, which are little puppies; al-furni is a reference to a large or thick
mass, which al-Zabidi uses to refer to both a big dog and a big man.’® In his
Mukhtar al-sihah, al-Razi explains al-furni also as a thick type of bread that is
oven-baked, hence named after the oven (furn).”® Al-falhas is also used to describe
a dog since it refers to qualities of attentiveness (hirs) and tenacity (ilhah).®

In line 13, al-thaghim is explained as the fierce dog (al-dari min al-kilab), and
the reference here is to the dog’s mouth as the source of fierceness. It is the same
verb used for kissing (muthaghamat al-mar a, i.e., mulathamatuha).®* Al-talg (the
setloose) is a description used for the hunting dog for being set loose (mutlagan).*
Al-‘awwa’ means “the howler” in reference to the sound some dogs make;®* inter-
estingly, al-Suyitl onomatopoeically points to the way the word is pronounced
with either madd (prolongation/extension) or gasr (shortening), phonetically
mimicking the aural references to the “howl!” in stretching or shortening the vow-
els (either long or short). Al-Hamadhani (d. 398 AH/1007 CE) uses the same word
for dog in his al-Magamat in al-kifiyya:5
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An exile after whose departure the fire of banishment was kindled, in whose wake
the howling (al- ‘awwa’) dogs have barked®

The same root is used again in line 25 for the female dog as mu ‘awiya.®® Shortly
after the nod to the usage of al-Hamadhani in line 13, al-Suyuti makes a refer-
ence to al-Hamadhani’s successor al-Hariri (d. 516 AH/1122 CE) in his use of
al-basir (the seeing one) as the name for the dog as he says it was part of a riddle
by an expert (khabir). The usage basir is also featured in Majniin Layld’s (Qays b.
al-Mulawwah) (d. 68 AH/688 CE) poetry as “dog” (I see the campfire of Layla or
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her basir (dog) sees me), as Ibn Faris (d. 395 AH/1004 CE), Ibn al-Jawzi (d. 510
AH/1116 CE), and al-Zabidi (1205 AH/1790 CE) maintain.”” Al-HarirTs riddle/
pun goes as follows:
adl 2 LS 05 8 01 26 L]
Q: TIs [a] washing-water provided by a darir better than [a] washing-water
provided by a basir?
[Darir means blind but also edge of a wadi (valley); basir means sighted
but also dog]
A: Yes, and you can take that to the bank.®

The following two lines are merely the names of the dog as indicators of generosity
when strangers are hosted, as usually the host’s dog would be the first to spot the
stranger and alert the host: da 7 al-damir (the caller of conscience), hani’ al-damir
(the gladdened of conscience), da 7 al-karam (the caller of generosity), mushayyid
al-dhikr (the builder of reputation), mutammim al-ni‘am (the culminator of
blessings). These names refer to the dog’s ability to spot strangers and guests
or lost people in the desert, facilitating the act of hospitality.” Another word from
al-Suyuti’s list is kalib (with dogs, dhii kilab).” Hibla “ is a loud, fast hunting dog
referred to as al-saliiqi, after Saliig, a village in Yemen (Saluki, often referred to as
the Arabian hound).” The adjective Salaqi also refers to certain types of shields
(durii ) after the same village,” as Ibn Sallam’s manual of weaponry explains the
philological nomenclature and types of weapons used by Arabs in pre-Islamic
and Islamic times. Mundhir (the alarmist) is the one who warns and alarms. Hijra ‘
is a light and agile Saluki dog according to al-Farahidi.”® Kusayb is defined as a
generic dog.”

Al-Suyati then includes al-qalfi, a short dog, and the Saluki, both of which
resemble the Chinese (al-sini) dog as described.” He then tells us that al-mustatir
is used to describe a raging dog according to the author of al- ‘Ubab, in reference
to al-Saghani. Al-mustatir (enflamed) is a dog (male or female) in heat. It is also
used for camels during their mating cycle.”® In line 21, he mentions the common
jarw and al-dirs as puppies. According to Ibn Sidah, al-dirs is the offspring of
rats, hedgehogs, rabbits, cats, and dogs.” Most other renowned lexicons such as
al-Zabidi’s Tdaj al- ‘ariis mention al-dirs as the offspring of several animals but do
not explicitly mention the dog; it is inferred, as al-Zabidi says, among other ani-
mals, rabbits, cats, and the like. Interestingly, al-Suytti himself, in his al-Muzhir
fi ‘ulim al-lugha wa-anwa iha (The Luminous, on the Sciences of Language and
Their Types), only defines al-dirs as the offspring of jerboas, referring to Taj al-
lugha wa-sihah al- ‘arabiyya by al-Jawhari (d. 393 AH/1003 CE).”® Although Ibn
Sidah makes this reference and al-Suytti includes the scholarship of the former
in his book, al-Suyuti does not include the explanation of al-dirs made by Ibn
Sidah comprehensively with the “dog” reference he makes in his urjiza. It could
be concluded that he wrote al-Muzhir before the urjiiza. The date given for the
composition of al-Muzhir is around 9oo-906 AH/1495-1501 CE, while the urjiza
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does not have a known date.” Al-Suyati nonetheless mentions a predator-hybrid
(sab ‘ murakkab), a wolf-dog hybrid, as al-sim ‘. Al-Suyuti defers to al-Sali (d. 335
AH/946 CE) as the source for this explanation and he defines the term using the
teknonym (kunya) Abu Khalid. We see the use of Aba Khalid as a kunya for
the dog attested in the work of poet Ibn al-Rami (d. 283 AH/869 CE). He does
not directly call the addressed a dog but simultaneously the father and son of a
dog (hence dog). The addressee was named Khalid, which makes the use of Aba
Khalid as an insult even more injurious. The line might refer to this hemistich:*
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O Khalid! Don't lie! You are not khalid [immortal] there
But you are the one with a teknonym [of Aba] Khalid

For the dog is better than you, and your meanness is a witness against you
And my Time does not a witness oust

In lines 23-24, al-Suyuti introduces kasba (dog) and kasab. He then tells us
that people adopted the use of the noun al-ruhdin (also al-rahdian), which refers
to a bird that walks in a circular motion, and also to liars, and applied it to dogs.*!
Al-Suyuti then continues about the kasab in the mu ‘allaga of the poet Labid (d.
ca. 41 AH/661 CE) where he describes the wild cow avenging her calf. Labid relates
that the arrows of the hunting men could not get the oryx cow. Perhaps in a cal-
culating move, the men then sent two hunting dogs referred to as kasab and as
sukham (also suham) to facilitate hunting her. The oryx cow mustered enough
strength to kill them both and the hunters.*
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Kasabi bears down on her
He is smeared in blood,

And Sukham, in his place of attack,
is left to die®

In a lexicographical move, al-Suytti then invokes the phonetics of the name kasab
to gatam as well and consequently to Qatam bt. Shinja, a Kharijite whose brother
and father were killed in the battle of Nahrawan fought between the caliph “Ali
b. Abi Talib and the Kharijites in 38 AH/658 CE. Qatam used her reportedly
exceptional beauty to her advantage and agreed to marry Ibn al-Muljam on the
condition that he kill ‘Ali b. Abi Talib. The former struck ‘Ali with a poisoned
sword on his head.® Naturally, al-SuyatTs rhetorical move invokes Qatam pho-
netically to assess her historically in a hija -like maneuver. Al-Suytti does not
stop there. He continues in the following lines as he relates the names of female
dogs and begins with “take to her” (khudh laha) with no explicit indication on
the identity of the object pronoun “her” except Qatam. It thus appears that while
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al-Ma‘arri attempts to wittily expand and change the signification (wad ) of the
dog as an insult, al-Suyati still recycles the insult with its original signification
when referring to Qatam as an actor in a deciding chapter in Islamic history.

Both al- ‘usbiira and al-khayhaf‘a are hybrid dogs from a she-wolf.* Al-Suyuti
continues with crossbreeds of dogs with wolves and foxes like al-daysam.* He then
moves to a different species, sea dogs or seals (kilab al-bahr). He indicates that there
is giyas (syllogism) in this move that should be applied to whatever resembles that
(wa-qiss fardan ‘ala ma shakalahu). Al-Suyat then includes the synonyms for sea
dogs: al-harakila, qundus, which lexicographers correct as kundus but also explain
its Persian origin as a loanword from qunduz. Then, quda ‘a, Ibn Manzir, relates, is
the sea dog.*” Al-Suyuti relates that closer to a dog’s family (min jinsihi) is the Asi-
atic jackal (ibn awa) and all synonyms derived from the verb (d- -I), which implies
“walking, or going, with short steps, and in an unusual manner, as though heavily
burdened, or overburdened,” in this case stealthily in a deceiving manner to hunt a
prey.® Al-dhu’alan is the wolf. Al- ilwad or al-la ‘wad is the jackal in the language
of Himyar (an ancient kingdom, a polity, in the southern highlands of Yemen),*
and in the same language it is al- ‘illish as the wolf.”® Al-nawfal is a male hyena and
also another name for the jackal.®" Al-Saghani reports, after al-Asma ‘i, that some
Arabs call the jackal al-surhub.” Similarly are al-wa®* and al-wa ‘wa* for the
jackal,” as well as al-shaghbar.* So what is presented here is a case of synonyms
according to different dialects. Of these names, al-wa ‘wa “ has an onomatopoeic
edge evoking the howling of wolves and dogs but it is also a name for the jackal
according to most lexicographers, although al-Zabidi relates a possible meaning
as fox.”” Similarly, al-wa 'wa’ is the cry of the jackal.”® Finally, al-Suyati concludes
with a couplet indicating that this is what he collected from books.

QIYAS AND THE PHILOLOGICAL
AND ONTOLOGICAL LIMITS OF THE DOG

As established, al-Suyuti tells us that he collected more than sixty names for the
dog. In a hemistich that shows a complete faith in language, he tells us that he
asks for leniency from readers with the rest (wa-artaji fima baqa taysira). How
does al-Suyati know that there are still more? How does he know that his read-
ers know that there are really seventy and that it is not merely an exaggeration? Is
the remainder in this case an indication of faith in an infinite possibility of “dog-
ness” in Arabic including all dialects, rare and common usages, and strange words,
hence an absolute faith in language?

In his al-Muzhir, al-Suyati, like other scholars before him, relates the impos-
sibility of acquiring all knowledge of the Arabic language. He attests that, accord-
ing to scholar and jurisprudent al-Shafi'1 (d. 204 AH/820 CE) in his Risala, “The
Arabic language is the most wide-ranging and has the most vocabulary. We do
not know a person who has the most knowledge of it except a prophet. But if
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anything escapes the average person, this knowledge would certainly be available
among others. Knowledge of the Arabic language for Arabs is like knowledge of
the sunna among jurists. No one person knows all the Prophetic sunna but if he
collects all the knowledge of those jurists, he then has knowledge of the sunna””’
He maintains that only a prophet can have total mastery and knowledge of the
Arabic language (kalam al- ‘arab 1a yuhit bihi illd nabi).*® In like manner, al-Suyati
resorts to collecting what is available among others as al-Shafi‘'Ts analogy inti-
mates. In this respect, there is an implicit faith in the language that it would indeed
serve and fulfill the number seventy, whether the number was used in earnest on
al-Ma‘arri’s part or idiomatically as exaggeration. In other words, “seventy” is not
only an exaggeration for those who know the idiomatic usage of the language but
a real number that could even be broken by new records.”

Al-Suyuti, however, promised us names (asma’, sing. ism) for dogs. The urjiiza
delivered synonyms as names for the most part but as it gradually progressed, the
urjiiza moved to purported hybrid dog breeds, sea dogs, wolves, jackals, hyenas,
and foxes. One could hardly say that these are names or synonyms as the initial
section asserted even if they are members of the same Canidae. There are two
ways of reading this: either al-Suyati used giyds or both al-Ma‘arri and al-Suyuti
understood ism as a name/noun in a certain way.'®

From a giyas perspective, al-Suytti and his readers are aware that all the breeds
presented share the same family, but they cannot be grouped under “dog” syllogisti-
cally. In his al-Muzhir, al-Suyuti himself appears to have reservations about giyas as
he relates previous scholarship on the subject and then concludes with his opinion.
The most famous example of giyas is the khamr (wine) and banj (anesthetic). Al-
khamr is an intoxicant and may render one unconscious and al-banj may lead to
similar results. Nevertheless, one may not refer to al-banj as khamr or the other way
around. They do not share the same name, characteristics, or interchangeability
through giyas."*" In his Kitab al-hayawan, al-Jahiz (d. 255 AH/868 CE) has a chapter
on what looks like a dog but is not. In a section he titled “Naming types of ani-
mals as ‘dogs™ (tasmiyat anwa * min al-hayawanat bi-I-kilab), al-Jahiz reports that
“some people claim that jackals, foxes, dogs, and hyenas are all dogs and that is why
they mount one another (tusdfid) and conceive (wa-tulaqih)” Al-Jahiz continues
that others object to this, saying if people want to use these names interchange-
ably as a metaphor, then other animals could be “dogs” for a reason or two. How-
ever, there are more differences than similarities, so it is not permissible (hadha
mimma la yajiiz). Al-Jahiz not only disagrees to likening these animals to dogs but
he expresses disbelief in their alleged interbreeding and relegates these stories to
desert lore. He maintains that “we are yet to see the offspring of these crossbreeds”
Al-Jahiz then expresses this skepticism, saying, “How else would any story be more
interesting or wondrous, if it is equally known to everyone?” (fa-kayfa yadda ‘in
ma huwa azraf wa-I-ladhi huwa a jab wa-arghab ila ma yastawi fi ma ‘rifatihi jami*
al-nas).** Al-Jahiz here is referring to alternative metasemantics of “dog,” or the
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etiological foundations of the meaning of the name “dog,” which has given the
value of dogness to animals that are not dogs, whose name range is determined by
accounts that he referred to as desert lore that offered the features that determined
these semantic facts and/or values. In other words, “the referent is the referent (or
the range is the range) because it satisfies a particular condition, but that condition
amounts to consistency with past use, rather than encapsulating the meaning of the
expression.”'” The related references to “dog” are therefore established by consistent
use. The refutation of the value of “dog” in al-Jahiz’s model questions the veracity
of these anecdotes as they become dog for most people because they satisfy certain
conditions and these conditions appear to have a history of being taken for granted.

A SHARH BY ANY OTHER NAME

But if al-Suyuti is likely aware of this objectionable use, why then does he go to
great lengths to simply exonerate himself, and everyone, accordingly, from an
insult that is more than four hundred years old? Why not stop at the synonyms
and not venture to other linguistically shifty members of the Canidae, as al-Jahiz
cautions? It could be argued that even though al-Suytiti was writing to exonerate
himself and everyone from the insult, he was writing in the genre of sharh (com-
mentary) even though he structured his piece as an urjiiza. In other words, thisis a
commentary in the form of urjiiza not only to explain away an insult but to explain
it in the manner of adab and thereby respond to the insult in a framework and
method of adab that is an adabized technique. In the genre of commentaries, an
author is expected to explain and demystify language usages in a simple manner
for their readers. It can be argued that this urjiiza is an encyclopedic commentary.
The philological undertaking of tracing the names of the dog to all usages in the
lexicons adabizes the insult and takes it away from its context of discord to what
Elias Muhanna recognizes as the “encyclopedic ethos” of the Mamluk period.'** As
Mubhsin al-Musawi maintains, sharh can take many forms, “as commentary, expli-
cation, marginal notes, and annotations. It can add, emend, explicate, and expand
on the original. . . . The sharh often turns into another encyclopedic enterprise
with a plan and strategies of explication, along with erudite annotations that touch
on other works'%

Al-Suyuti engaged in a Mamluk enterprise par excellence by gathering
knowledge from different disciplines and discourses to explain or rather offer a
commentary on a word and engaging encyclopedically with it, in the same man-
ner as Mamluk scholars. But by invoking his giant predecessor, al-Ma‘arri, he is
presenting himself as the adabized and learned descendant of the institution of
adab, its methods and tools, and therefore was also sustaining “a vigorous presence
for [himself].** Al-Suyuti provides all usages: common, uncommon, strange, and
even unacceptable usages for one word as commentaries would, as a well-tempered
reader, not merely as an author.
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In his al-Muzhir, al-Suyati tells us more about giyds and differentiates between
two uses: the juristic (al-shar 7) and the linguistic (al-lughawi). He responds to
those who think it is permissible to do linguistic giyas on the basis of understand-
ing the meaning (fahm al-ma ‘na), as in legal rulings (al-ahkam al-shar ‘iyya). They
say if the meaning is one then giyas is permissible in jurisprudence; by exten-
sion linguistic names (al-asami al-lughawiyya) can therefore be subject to giyas.
Al-Suyuti says this is incorrect (batil).'”

Al-Suyuti therefore argues that the meaning in the juristic giyds is applied with
an agreement with common and constant usage (mutrid), while linguistic giyds is
not an agreement with an analogy or a constant usage (ghayr mutrid). He argues
that language is fixed not by giyds but by transmission from Arabs’ usage (naglan
‘an al- ‘arab). Al-Jahiz’s objection to calling the aforementioned animals dogs first
related the counterargument through a giyas. Those who entertained the inter-
changeable names of the dog with other members of the Canidae said that it might
be for one or two reasons ( ‘illa) as a metaphor but the differences are more. As per
the jurist al-Shafi‘i, who explains giyds as a measure of explanations of similarities
(qiyas ‘illat al-ashbah), it is a measure for the cause (qiyas al- ‘illa).'*

Al-Suyuti thus does not offer a personal or an individual view on these names
like al-Jahiz does. Otherwise, he would have omitted the unlikely names that he
relates. He does not present these names as part of the average person’s common
knowledge or his own knowledge. The names of the dog are presented as part of
what the opposite of mujahhal (instructed in ignorance) would know according to
both common and uncommon usage. The mu ‘addab (one who is instructed in the
ways, praxis, decorum, and texts of adab) is the one who would know the names
of the dog in the Arabs’ usage of the language as transmitted. The collection of the
names is part of adab, lexicons, poetry, and desert lore’s usage to varying degrees
and explanations. It also demonstrates nuances in the uses of names and Arabic’s
expansive, metaphorical, and real usage of language, which are part of its meaning
as per Ibn Jinni.'” Ibn Jinni gives an example where he maintains that the Prophet
Muhammad is related to have once described a horse (faras) as sea (bahr). Ibn
Jinni here refers to the actual name of one of the Prophet’s horses (al-bahr, lit. the
sea), which Ibn Jinni reads as a description also.!® Ibn Jinni says three meanings
are actualized in this use: expansiveness (ittisa ‘), adducing what linguists and phi-
lologists understood as si ‘at al-lugha (the expansiveness of the [Arabic] language),
because it is an addition to the names of the horse; metaphorical, because of the
way horses sprint and run like bodies of water; and emphatic (tawkid), because
the expression likened the accident (‘arad) with the essence (jawhar) and this
is more effective on people’s sentiments (athbat fi al-nufiis).""! Like the horse
in this example, the adabized reader is invited to think about the dog’s expan-
sive, metaphorical, emphatic, and real names. In the same vein of Ibn Jinni, in
his al-Lami * al- ‘azizi, al-Ma‘arri offers a sharh (commentary) for al-Mutanabbf’s
diwan. He relates one of al-Mutanabbi’s panegyric lines as follows:
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The sun is among the envious of him; and victory / is a peer, and the sword is of his
names.!''?

He then explains it as follows, invoking Ibn Jinni (d. 392 AH/1002 CE):

5583 95 5852 3asdls (255 o9 Y @At 83 Gl bt So 5555 9 B30usdl Y sl Jase Osd AbADI i
Sz 55 o T 6708 S o5 2T e el S

Al-Ma'arri does not go over every word in al-Mutanabbi’s line. He only explains
what he sees as a strange or uncommon use: the part of “the sword is of his names”
The philosophical bent in his commentary on al-Mutanabbi is evident.'”® In the
passage prior, he says that it means “the word (lafza) without the essence (jawhar)
of the sword because iron (al-hadida) is not one of the names, but rather its name.
For the name is an accident (‘arad), and iron is an essence, and the two [essence
and name] are not derived from each other. And it is on this basis that Aba al-Fath
Ibn Jinni interpreted it” Ibn Jinni explained this in his book al-Khasa 'is within
his discussion on reality and metaphor (al-hagqiqa wa-l-majaz).""* Indeed, “every
shift in form,” the powerhouse of rhetoric al-Jurjani (d. 471 AH/1078 CE) tells us,
“entails a shift in meaning”''®

The dog becomes more than an insult. In al-Suyatl’s micro-commentary, it is
an opportunity to comment and reflect on language and adab through one word.

CONCLUSION

In both anecdotes involving the dog insult, al-KhawarizmT’s and al-Ma ‘arrTs, there
seems to be a display of mastery over language in attaining names of dogs. “The
model litterateur (adib) was—if not a walking encyclopedia—certainly an indi-
vidual who had something apposite and witty to say about nearly any topic.”''¢
Al-Khawarizmi, a master adib of his time as the anecdote suggests, was none-
theless defeated by the then rising star al-Hamadhani (d. 398 AH/1007 CE) in
a famous mundzara. The wonder boy of his time was said to have wanted to be
in the spotlight."” Al-Hamadhani, who also purportedly stated, tongue in cheek,
that he is the Jahiz of his age in his Magamat and that every age has its Jahiz, may
have been operating from a place of rivalry and competition with the prodigious
adab masters. While al-HamadhanTs literary dispute was with al-Khawarizmi,
his contemporary, he was operating from a Jahizian index to overcome not one
but two, if not more, towering figures. Al-Jahiz created an index of excellence, as
Abdelfattah Kilito observes, to the extent that Ibn al-‘Amid (d. 360 AH/970 CE)
was dubbed “the second Jahiz” or “the last Jahiz” as a substantiation of his skill.!'
While it is true that al-Hamadhani, Ibn al-'Amid, and even al-Tawhidi may have
had a Jahiz complex, and were operating within this anxiety of influence, al-Suyuti,
a litterateur of the Mamluk period, was operating from a different paradigm. The



120 CHAPTER 5

centrality of an anxiety-of-influence figure like al-Jahiz who acted as a specter of
sustainable invitation for envy and one-upmanship for subsequent literati does
not extend to the Mamluk period in the same capacity."” Mamluks, it could be
argued, were more open to the world. For instance, considering Egyptian poet Ibn
Nubata’s (d. 768 AH/1366 CE) comment on the issue of plagiarism (broadly allu-
sions) among scholars, he maintains: “I have seen how the by-products of people’s
thoughts [nata ij afkar al-nds] are no more than progeny passed on from one to
another and from nations whose poetries originate side by side on this earth”'*
As al-Musawi argues, there are links and transference between the nature of gov-
ernance and state and cultural output but also outlook."”' It may be argued that
the nature of the Mamluk state, compared to the earlier Abbasid and Umayyad
polities, did not inspire the kind of obsession seen in literary predecessors with a
central figure of excellence. This is not to say that there was no competition. On
the contrary, it is arguable that competition grew in both horizontal and verti-
cal trajectories across time, with one’s contemporaries but also predecessors, in
equal fierceness. The result was a vigorous cultural output, encyclopedic in ethos
but also in size, that closely rivals the zenith of Abbasid productivity.'” By exten-
sion, the concept of adab itself has witnessed an expansion in the Mamluk period
as Muhanna observes. It became “maximally expansive, encompassing topics and
forms of discourse once deemed beyond its purview'*

The competition across layers of time can be measured through the mastery
of the quantification by the number of dogs; first twenty names for a dog in differ-
ent dialects in the tenth century and then seventy in the eleventh century. The rela-
tionship between knowledge and power, as discussed by Franz Rosenthal, is one
where there is a concomitance of ‘ilm (knowledge) with ri’asa (power and lead-
ership).'** Indeed, as mentioned in chapter 1, there is an established relationship
between adab and power, where su 'dud (influence) is regarded as one of its fruits.
Power here need not be thought of in negative terms. Indeed, it can be nonmaterial
influence, such as social capital, for the good in general or for the enhancement
of the subject’s life in material and nonmaterial terms. Thus, al-SuyatTs urjiiza is
actively competing with antecedents in the manner it resolves an unresolved issue
using the tools, forms, conventions, and ethos developed by Mamluk literati while
simultaneously asserting its literary power in the manner it amassed and dissemi-
nated knowledge in a way no antecedent or contemporary could. There was no
need to overthrow the specter of al-Jahiz, or any other, as every individual is their
own specter.

Al-Suyuti’s adabization of the insult therefore offers a case in point of how adab
as method works. The framework of response to this insult is structured in
adab. This is not to say that adab as method or technique is a Mamluk enterprise
or a feature of this time only. In the same manner, Ibn Qutayba (d. 276 AH/889
CE) titled his book Adab al-katib (The Adab [i.e., adabized technique and method]
of the Scribe), which is a manual or guide for scribes; it conceptually combined
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the text and praxis and the virtue-ethic into a method of adab for scribes, how to
write and document but also how to do so in an adabized manner. What this dif-
ference in thinking means for us when we study Ibn Qutayba’s book, or any other,
is that instead of regarding it as solely a manual for scribes, or regarding al-Suyut’s
poem as just an obscure urjiiza on dogs, we are presented with an opportunity to
regard the manner in which authors framed their work. The existence of concep-

tual and ethical frameworks for composition rested on a foundational structure
of adab.



6

Adab as Resolve and Will
The Philological Gadfly and the Lexical Ark

I am the gadfly of the Athenian people, given to them by God, and they will
never have another, if they kill me. And now, Athenians, I am not going to
argue for my own sake, as you may think, but for yours, that you may not sin
against the God by condemning me, who am his gift to you. For if you kill me
you will not easily find a successor to me, who, if I may use such a ludicrous
figure of speech, am a sort of gadfly, given to the state by God; and the state is
a great and noble steed who is tardy in his motions owing to his very size, and
requires to be stirred into life. I am that gadfly which God has attached to the
state, and all day long and in all places am always fastening upon you, arous-
ing and persuading and reproaching you. You will not easily find another like
me, and therefore I would advise you to spare me.

—APOLOGY OF SOCRATES

Part One of the Book Leg over Leg Regarding al-Fariyaq ends here and will
be followed by Part Two once the author through God’s favor and generosity
has been stoned and crucified. Amen.

—LEG OVER LEG, 4:427

Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq’s (1805-87) Leg over Leg (1855) is unique in that it is caught
in a condition of both resistance to linguistic and epistemic infiltrations but also
implicit and explicit engagement with world texts by Rabelais, Cervantes, and
Byron, to name a few. The author adopts this posture in the epilogue of the book
(khatima), where he acknowledges the unpopularity of his opinions and what the
book has to offer. Al-Shidyaq begins the book with an exordium telling the reader
that there are two purposes for composing the work. The first is to underscore the
strange and the rare in the Arabic language (ghara’ib al-lugha wa-nawadiruha)
and the characteristics of letters and language where each letter has its own unique

122
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qualities that affect meaning (kull harf yakhtass bi-ma ‘na min al-ma ‘ani diin
ghayrihi wa-huwa min asrar al-lugha al- ‘arabiyya al-lati qall man tanabbah laha).*
The second purpose is to show the ascendence of women in knowledge pertaining
to their environment as he gives the example of the narrator’s wife, al-Fariyaqiyya,
who, we are told, comes to debate people of critical outlook and experience and
astutely critique political and social conditions in the countries visited (tujadil ahl
al-nazar wa-I-khibra wa-tantaqid al-umiir al-siyasiyya wa-I-ahwal al-ma ‘ashiyya
wa-l-mu ‘adiyya fi al-bilad al-lati ra atha ahsan intigad).? Al-Shidyaq adds after-
ward that her language is impeccable and there were never any strange words
uttered by her. There is an emphasis here on the obvious role of education
al-Shidyaq highlights with respect to women in particular and the critical subject
in general. Al-Fariyaqiyya, as the adabized subject, shows development as a reader.
Salient to this critical stance, which he himself adopts, is the use of language, and
which is by turn among the subjects of his book. The relationship between lan-
guage, concepts, and thinking or the production of knowledge was highlighted
elsewhere by al-Shidyaq. In an 1869 article in the newspaper al-Jawa 'ib, he com-
ments on a scientific general committee that will meet to translate useful books
from all languages to Arabic. He questions this endeavor’s ability as an activity that
could hold potential in alleviating people’s daily hardships. Al-Shidyaq accuses the
translation movement of damaging the Arab knowledge-producing power. He saw
this movement as a purely commercial enterprise that is submerging the Arabic
language with ideas, terms, and foreign cultural products without producing or
exporting something equivalent in terms of ideas. In this respect, al-Shidyaq’s res-
ervation stems from this lack of equality in the then current traffic.’

Pursuant to this spirit of gadfly critic, al-Shidyaq opens his book with the chap-
ter “Raising a Storm” (itharat riyah), which begins with onomatopoeic imperatives
urging the reader to be still and stop what they are doing (meh) and be quiet and
shut up and listen (seh!) (“Gently! Hush! Silence! Quiet! Cock an ear! Listen up!
Hold your tongue! Quit talking! . . ”).* He then situates himself with “following
in the footsteps (agfit) of that company of men who have rendered their reputa-
tions white by covering pages in black (al-ladhina bayyadi wujithahum bi-taswid
al-turas), for if they did well, then I too may be considered to have done well
(fa-in kanii qad ahsanii fa-ana u‘addu aydan min al-muhsinin), and if they did
badly, it may be that one more book is needed to add to their efforts (takmila)” In
both cases, al-Shidyaq regarded his predecessors, and himself, as correct in their
enterprises. Anticipating both proponents and opponents of premodern adab, he
nodded to the opponents by saying that even if literary predecessors are thought
of as antiquated, his book has the ability to be in a renewed dialogue with this
tradition. In fact, he sketches the hermeneutical map for interpretation (ta ‘wil) of
his work. Al-Shidyaq reminds the reader that should they find some indecorous
words (fahish) or expressions, they are to employ interpretation and not take it
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literally and remember AbG Nuwas. Al-Shidyaq’s observation on the waning of
understanding of literary language as such and the disappearance of the consid-
eration of the “poetic persona” in interpretation and the disappearance of genres
and modes from Arab writings such as ars erotica in the nineteenth century, for
example, are telling, as he conjoined the gradually disappearing tools of adab but
also some modes of adab at the time.°

If you were to say that its expressions are so explicitly clear, it needs no interpreta-
tion or hermeneutics; I say to you that only yesterday you were making mistakes,
mispronouncing, and maledicting, uttering solecisms and stuttering, erring and ab-
erring, speaking randomly and raggedly, misspeaking and randomly mouthing off,
rambling and roaming, raving, ranting, and talking irrationally, faltering and floun-
dering, babbling like foreigners, bumbling as though you had plums in your mouths
and mumbling as though your mouths were covering, dragging out your words and
wagging your tongues mischievously (and at great length too), stammering, yam-
mering . . . so at what point did you acquire the knowledge that would allow you to
understand it?’

Interesting is the juxtaposition of “interpretation” or exegesis as ta ‘wil and
al-Shidyagqs listing of forty-five synonyms of “error” as crises in understanding. The
listings imply not only the many ways a word could be understood, or rather misun-
derstood, but also the many ways an error could be made. He is consciously situat-
ing his book in the adab compendium and pleading that should it not be accepted
among adab literature, considering it a thesaurus would suffice (wa-la ‘amri law
lam yakun min shafi* li-qabulihi wa-ijra’ihi ‘inda al-udaba’ wa- ‘indakum antum
aydan majra kutub al-adab suwa sard alfaz kathira min al-mutaradif la-kafa).®
Al-Shidyaq is reminding us, befittingly, not only of the many ways we could say
“error” but of more than forty reminders of “error” to signal the impossibility of
notions of epistemic certainty next to interpretation as ta ‘wil.® That words could
mean more and have more synonyms disrupts the simplistic and unreflective use
and reception of language, hence interpretation. Al-Shidyaq broke the relationship
between the word “error” and the thing “error”; in other words, contra John Locke,
who would tell us that a word needs to point to a thing, an archetype, approach-
ing reading with mathematical precision, al-Shidyaq shows us the possibilities of
interpretation but also error. Like his premodern predecessors, al-Shidyaq is also
telling us the aforementioned words are not exact synonyms with surgical preci-
sion, even if they point to the phenomenon of error, and that they point to many
nuanced meanings. In this respect, he dismantles the facile conceptual relation-
ships induced by language; he is bringing not only language into question but
the conceptual world it conjures. Perhaps also indirectly, al-Shidyaq tells us how
complex the mind and imagination are in the way they express themselves in the
synonyms of words; the multitude of words do not indicate that language failed
at accuracy or that al-Shidyaq is taking after the alleged pedantry of premodern
litterateurs who had plenty of time on their hands, but they orientate us to observe
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that it is precisely accuracy that was a concern. Perhaps far-reaching but premod-
ern litterateurs also understood that the imagination and intellect are not one-
dimensional to accept the limited range of word-meaning, the simplified language
that would stifle them, and so al-Shidyaq created what Leo Spitzer calls a formu-
lation of a phenomenology of language. Spitzer, in his famous essay “Linguistic
Perspectivism in Don Quijote,” argues that Cervantes, through his representation
of things not as they are unto themselves but as objects of language and thought,
formulated a phenomenology of language.'® This he proves through an examina-
tion of the “polyetymology” and “polynomasia” in the novel. The variety of names
assigned to some characters, and the polysemy of single words, Spitzer argues, are
not lapses or mistakes where Cervantes is losing control over his work but rather
full stylistic and aesthetic devices that reflect the perspectivist worldview."! “Spitzer
demonstrated that Cervantes was acutely conscious of the fact that ‘el mundo, tal
como se ofrece al hombre, es susceptible de varias inter-pretaciones, exactamente
igual que los nombres son susceptibles de varias etimologias’ (‘the world, as it offers
itself up to humankind, is susceptible to various interpretations, just as the names
are susceptible to various etymologies’).”'> Al-Shidyaq warns us that his condition
for reading this book is not to think that these synonyms share the same mean-
ing. They might be similar, or close in meaning indeed, but they are not identical.
He tells us that had they been identical, Arabs would not have a name for each
item that would indicate these differences.” If the reader does not espouse this
opinion, or think that they are identical, it is because we are at a distant tempo-
ral point from them (wa-li-bu ‘d ‘ahdihim ‘anna tazannaynaha bi-ma ‘na wahid)
al-Shidyaq forbids the reader to read or enjoy the book (la wjiz lahu mutala ‘atahu
wa-la uhanni’ahu bihi).** There is an important reference here to more than being
temporally distant from premodern philologists and their use of language and the
temporal coordinates of al-Shidyaq and our own at this point in time. The refer-
ence is more about the habitus as “habit of mind” rather than the habitus as a
temporal throw. The author, al-Shidyaq, describes himself as holding this book
under his arms ready to defend it against critics, Orientalists, and everyone even
if he were burnt or crucified as a result, he tells us; a rather extreme maneuver of
his resistance but it also speaks of the prevailing intellectual climate, a habitus
of mind. Leg over Leg argues, while holding the book tenaciously, that the reading
tradition witnessed in the premodern Arabic tradition, like Kalila wa-Dimna or
Hayy b. Yaqzan, for instance, is now lost and contaminated. The tools required to
read or visit the Arabic literary tradition may no longer be available. So, the tem-
poral throw of the nineteenth-century reader is also a result of a habitus of mind
that has transformed the intellectual climate.

Al-Shidyag, as his work attests, cannot be stifled, nor can language. The suc-
cess of the philological tactics of al-Shidyaq does not simply rest in the way they
retrieve the past linguistic tradition but in the way they pose pressing, timeless,
and universal questions about language qua language and also about the Arabic
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language and adab as an institution in particular and a habitus. Erwin Panofsky
defined habitus as “habits of mind” and it can be understood as the “habit forming
force” that constitutes inclinations and intent, evaluative perspective and reaction.
While Panofsky argues that these actions are repeated regularly through practice,
Bourdieu maintains that they are exercised ordinarily as part of everyday life; they
both can be said to agree that habits of mind are imparted through family, school,
and society until they are almost second nature.”” Al-Shidyaq’s initial conceding
that should his book not be accepted among adab books, and thus considering it a
thesaurus, would be the solution for the non-adabized reader or the failed reader
in al-Shidyaq’s view. The non-adabized reader’s horizon, in al-Shidyaq’s view, was
ossified in a presentist temporal point of time that is unable to move past itself
because the non-adabized reader regards the past as dead. As Alasdair MacIntyre
maintains, “So when an institution—a university, say, or a farm, or a hospital—is
the bearer of a tradition of practice or practices, its common life will be partly, but
in a centrally important way, constituted by a continuous argument as to what a
university is and ought to be or what good farming is or what good medicine is.
Traditions, when vital, embody continuities of conflict. Indeed when a tradition
becomes Burkean, it is always dying or dead.”'¢ The nahda debates revolved around
two issues: “Was literary modernity a European import, foreign to the Arabic liter-
ary tradition, or was it the outgrowth of an indigenous literary past? Al-Shidyaq
rejects both of these as mutually exclusive options.””” Al-Shidyaq would not be
the only scholar and/or litterateur satirizing and cautioning against what Stephan
Guth identifies as “Euromania” in his discussion of the similarly positioned liter-
ary works of the nineteenth century.'® Al-Shidyaq, unlike some “modernists” of
the nahda, who may have wanted nothing to do with tradition, left it to ossify
or pretended that it was ossified and therefore had no place in their time; or in
Maclntyre’s terms, they left it to the Burkeans (conservatives) as they had a dif-
ferent project.”” The different project need not to have been naturally born. As
Jeffrey Sacks maintains, Arabic literature during the nahda emerged as a discipline
linked to colonial and methodological practices that sought to domesticate lan-
guage and impose new temporal and historical categories, where “the terms of the
institutionalization of a literary object in relation to the legacies of Orientalism
and the juridical violence of the colonial state . . . imparts the destruction and loss
of adab’*

In his al-Jasis ‘ala al-qamis, al-Shidyaq describes his motivation behind com-
posing the book. He first informs us that this is a book on language; it contains all
the words that “were used by literati and writers and whoever authored a book”
(shamilan li-I-alfaz al-lati ista ‘malaha al-udaba’ wa-1-kuttab wa-kull man ishtahara
bi-I-ta’lif).** Al-Shidyaq then engages in praising the Arabic language and says that
it ought to be the tongue of those with wisdom and precision (fa-ajdarahu bi-an
yakin lisan al-hikma wa-1-ihkam).”* However, he sees a predicament to this because
of foreign influences either through hegemony or colonization at the time (e.g.,
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Ottoman, French, British). He maintains that the foreign tongues competed with
it (Arabic) at this age: they almost scumbled their language over the language of
its people (illa anna alsinat al-ajanib zahamathu fi hadha al-‘asr fa-kadat tahla’
‘anhu ahlahu).® Al-Shidyaq gives his diagnosis for this from a linguistic and
structural perspective; he says that it may be that their (foreign) language is easier
than Arabic, it is also easier to learn, with fewer roots/words, and the definitions
of their words do not include that many differences in their denotations.” In his
al-Jasuss, al-Shidyaq then argues that lexicons should be structured alphabetically
as European dictionaries rather than the unique arrangements of premodern lexi-
cons, beginning with al-Khalil b. Ahmad’s Kitab al- ‘ayn in the eighth century and
its articulation or emission points of letters to alphabetical arrangements like Ibn
Sidah’s al-Muhkam in the eleventh century, where an emphasis on root arrange-
ment was observed and where thematic arrangements were observed in Ibn Sidah’s
al-Mukhassas. Premodern lexicographers, before al-Shidyaq, constantly developed
the types of lexicons that obeyed the intellectual needs of the time.” Instead of
ossifying the lexical tradition or leaving it to ossify, while being faced with those
who already abandoned the language for its difficulty, al-Shidyaq offers a solution.
He is aware of the discourse surrounding the uphill battle of Arabic in favor of
Ottoman and European languages. Al-Shidyaq maintains that those who are in
commerce (yata ‘atin minnd al-tijara) and those in power and decision-making
leadership (yahmilin ‘ib’ al-imara) “claim that Arabic is unfit in this age for these
two purposes” (la tasluh fi hadha al-zaman li-hatayn al-khittatayn), and therefore
one must seek the assistance of the language of the foreigners (kalam al-ajanib)
even if it leads to two disgraces and humiliations (hittatayn).*® Al-Shidyaq criticizes
this heavily and holds that to say Arabic is unfit is a complete lie and falsification
(ma barrii wa-la sadaqir), and they unwittingly have joined those who shamed
themselves (bi-I-ladhi ‘ab nafsahu lahigii).”” Those who say this, al-Shidyaq tells us,
are only doing so because they are incompetent in Arabic. Indeed, this is a position
al-Shidyaq adopts in Leg over Leg as he satirizes those who have numerous dif-
ficulties with the Arabic language as he capitalizes on mistakes for comic relief; he
spares no one in this satire: Arabs, non-Arabs, and Orientalists alike.

Al-Shidyaq incorporated voices that spoke to him and his readers from the
past, whose voices were employed using philological tactics to pose questions; to
answer and engage with these questions, we must posit ourselves as recipients of
these questions and begin to ask the questions, not reject them. To say that Leg over
Leg is a satire of the daunting Arabic grammar and language betrays al-Shidyaq’s
own project and intellectual questions posed at the preface and elsewhere. It is an
ossifying reading that engages in the hija’ of the literary tradition; the hija’, how-
ever, becomes “satire,” befittingly. The framework of satire as critique, in fact, does
not tell us much beyond the terms of this critical judgment; in other words, to say
Leg over Leg is a satire of aspects of the tradition does not offer anything beyond
those terms since this critical judgment is not interested in a dialogue with the
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work but rather an opposition. In this respect, by positing itself in an adversarial
stance, this critical judgment emptied the work of its value to imbue it with a dif-
ferent set of values: the values deserving of subsequent hija’, hence abandonment.

Al-Shidyagq criticizes religious and political leaders (ru asa’ al-din wa-I-dunya)
of being complicit in their subjects’ ignorance; and he sees that this was done
deliberately. This criticism comes also in the context of al-Shidyaq’s frustration
with poor Bible translations, which was an issue he critiqued. He wonders, “How
is it that religious and political leaders’ blood does not yearn for elegant words
and eloquence?”® It appears then from the start that the purpose of the book, as
al-Shidyaq tells us, is to critique a certain status quo that he deems endemic at
the time and detrimental to the Arabic language and by extension learning and
intellectual life. He sees this as a threat not only as structural on the political level,
which he expressed before, but also manifest on the level of reading and interpre-
tation of his book, and by extension other books, and the critical subject’s makeup.
He treats the interpretation of his book as a microcosm of the failure of the praxis
of language (with forty-five synonyms for “error”). Al-Shidyaq tells us that his is a
book of adab, which requires effort and interpretation. Therefore, to simply treat
Leg over Leg as a lexicon would be the least sophisticated way of reading this work
and is only reserved for the failed reader, who may very well be in need of this edu-
cation, or as al-Mutanabbi would say, “I sleep like a baby unconcerned with poesy’s
complications (anam mil’a jufini ‘an shawaridiha) / and people lose sleep over
its meaning and dispute each other (wa-yashar al-khalq jarraha wa-yakhtasim)”*
Al-Mutanabbi also recognized the un-adabized and failed readers of his time on
a scale of adab and mastery of language that he placed himself at the top of as
indicated by the quality of sleep.

TA’WIL AND AL-SHIDYAQ

Al-Fariyag, al-Shidyaq’s narrator-character, posits himself as both a failed reader
and interpreter when his employer, after assigning him the role of dream inter-
preter, calls on him to interpret a dream. In the dream the man mounts a horse
and his head grows six horns; he then loses the horse saddle and with every day
spent in town the horse loses an organ until it is no more and the man has to walk
home on foot. Al-Fariyaq attempts to interpret the dream and tells him that the
horse is a woman (al-faras kindya ‘an al-mar’a) and the saddle is her manners
and decorum (al-sarj kinaya ‘an adab al-mar’a) and his fatigue from walking on
foot is his bachelorhood (wa-I-mashi wa-1-i ‘ya’ kindya ‘an al- ‘uzibah).* The man
objects to this reading and tells him that he is mistaken on several points. First,
unlike other interpreters, he is succinct, and second, the horse is not a metonym
for a woman; his interpretation should be based on their terms/terminology/
framework (istilahuna), not al-Fariyaq’s framework (istilahukum). Al-Fariyaq is
taught a lesson in the horizon of reading and thus meaning; his received horizon of
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meaning operated as a will to method in its attempt to decipher the man’s dream. It
is a nondialectical encounter that did not engage with possible aspects of language,
hence possible meanings. His inability to establish a relationship between the
dream and the world around him, of the man, resulted in this failure, even though
they are communicating in the same language. As the hermeneutic encounter
fails, the man urges al-Shidyaq to get ready for the second dream’s interpretation,
but he must exert some effort in his editing/checking and flow (ijtahid fi al-tahrir
wa-l-ishab).>!

In the second dream, al-Fariyaqs employer has his notebook mysteriously filled
with eloquently composed speeches the moment he brushes his wife’s hair. When
he delivers this speech to the audience, they are very pleased. And as per his wife’s
advice, he should devise a way to speak to them abroad since there is little oppor-
tunity for giving speeches where he is. When the man attempts to do so, the pages
carrying this mysteriously added speech all become blank except for the letters he
jotted down himself. Trying to connect them together, they yield nonsense. And
so he descends from the pulpit in shame unable to give his speech.

Al-Fariyaq told the man that his speech only worked in his country and that
is why the pages were blank and he was unable to connect the letters (kalamuka
al-ladhi ‘ujiba bihi qawmuka lam yasluh fi ghayri biladika).* The man, furious,
told him that this interpretation was far worse than the first. Though al-Fariyaq
was motivated by what the man had initially proposed in the first dream, that
interpretation should rely on emic terminology and not extraneous ones; his read-
ing of the second dream did not prove successful in the man’s eyes or the man did
not like the interpretation. Al-Shidyaq here, through al-Fariyaq, ridicules the will
to method. His employing of the exact method, instructed by the man, without
critique or resolve, invoked the man’s anger as a sign of this encounter’s failure.

The latter seems to be the case as the man’s third dream features him ascending
a pulpit. He begins by saying, “Praise be to God, who commanded the erection
of this staircase and found it pleasing to serve as His Throne”*® Indeed, it is not
surprising to see one member of the audience question the mental soundness of
the man and describe him as “out of his mind” (ma ‘tithan).** The people start leav-
ing as they hear him, and with each step of the pulpit ascended, he gives a speech
to the people and they leave one by one until he is left alone at the top. Deeming
himself closer to God and the heavens, after a hundred steps, the man is elated—
until a poet sees him and asks him to spare himself from ridicule and being the
laughingstock of everyone. The man is oblivious to the poet’s pleas, until the poet
dismantles the pulpit, whereupon the man and his book fall on the poet and they
are both battered. Al-Fariyaq interprets this to mean that the orator must not be
loquacious because if he is, he is bound to fall hard and break his neck.

Inspired by the naming tradition witnessed in Hayy b. Yagzan (lit. Alive Son of
Awake), al-Fariyaqs employer, Dhahal b. Ghafal (Overwhelmed Son of Neglect-
ful), is aptly named for being a failed interpreter and reader. Like the king who could
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not interpret his dreams in Kalila wa-Dimna and sought the wisdom of sages until
he was forced to learn how to interpret, this employer is depicted to be at a loss as
well. Like the objects of his criticism in his first chapter, this presumed leader lacks
any foundation in eloquence or common sense. The distance between the man and
the people grew wider as he ascended the pulpit. The Shidyagian nod to adab’s sal-
vific qualities in the figure of the poet is telling. The poet, a user and a proponent of
literary language, adab, and an advocate of the open-endedness and discourse that
language inspires, is a savior figure in the man’s dream. As designated by his name
(Overwhelmed Son of Neglectful), the man’s perpetual state of confoundedness
takes on the metaphysical quality of undecipherable dreams. Dreams, by their very
nature, belong to another world, another language. The man is unable to engage
with the language of dreams; he is unable to imagine a nonliteral world through
deciphering those dreams. Al-Fariyaq may be a good reader but the critique of
the inadequate hermeneutic encounter that exposes al-Fariyaq’s incompetence as
well makes the poet the only savior in this encounter, not al-Fariyaq. However, the
hope for the poet as savior is but a Blochian “disappointable hope”** The poet can
and has the power to save the incomprehensible orator in the dream, and thus the
man who will eventually become a better reader, but the orator is disinclined and
in turn falls and hurts both himself and the poet. Al-Shidyaq’s overall mood of
“disappointable hope,” as mentioned earlier, is felt throughout and expressed not
only in his loss of language but also in his aforementioned criticism of religious
and political leaders who are happy to see people left in ignorance.

THE CRITIQUE OF POOR LANGUAGE
AND THE POETICS OF MALADIES

After this series of dreams, al-Shidyaq follows with the chapter “On the Curing
of Bad Breath” (f7 islah al-bakhr). Bakhr, lexically, refers to a medical condition
known for its symptom of bad breath. Al-Fariyaq tells us that he was employed to
interpret dreams but also to fix these cases of bad breath that are endemic on this
island. He relates that the people’s breath is so bad that no one understands a word
they are saying.” Al-Shidyaq employs bad breath as a metaphorical device that
obstructs intelligibility. The image and attributes carrying this weight of compari-
son could be explained by Ibn Sina’s (Avicenna) analysis of the medical condition
as resulting from rotten mixtures in the respiratory organs (akhlat ‘afina fi a 'da’
al-tanaffus).”” The concept al-Shidyaq refers to here is normally called al- ‘ayy (lack
of intelligibility) and it is one that Ibn Tabataba (d. 322 AH/934 CE) lists as a quality
necessitating criticism (hija’) in his ‘Iyar al-shi r.*® Al-Shidyaq borrows the idiom
awwal al- ‘ayy al-ikhtilat® (the beginning of unintelligibility is the mix-up [in the
mind/emotions; also meaning anger]) to build this extended metaphor. The trans-
ferring of emotional and mental mix-ups (akhlaf) as grammatical mix-ups (lahn)
that have a medical mix-up effect reproduces the abstract concept of language
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errors in the register of maladies. These images flow with the other hygienic prac-
tices and technologies of the self that are related in the rest of the chapter and
indeed the book. Relating grammatical mistakes to disease is perhaps one of Ibn
Qutayba’s (d. 276 AH/889 CE) unique features of his akhbar-cum-information, as
he says in his ‘Uyin al-akhbar (The Wellsprings of Information) that “grammati-
cal mistakes in speech are uglier than smallpox in the face” (al-lahn fi al-kalam
aqbah min al-judari fi al-wajh).” The quote conjoins bodily viral diseases with
linguistic diseases manifest as grammatical mistakes. The latter, aurally and visu-
ally recognizable in both oral and written communication inasmuch as smallpox
pustules, are also visible. Interesting, however, is this comparison because the scars
that may be left by smallpox, Ibn Qutayba insinuates, can be an aftermath of bad
grammar. The word agbah (uglier) in this instance not only carries aesthetic and
moral connotations but also grammatical.* In other words, it is also painful (on
several levels) to listen to bad grammar, he tells us. The failure to master a language
compared to an infectious disease, even a plague, is an image that was conjured by
al-Shidyag; the latter is no stranger to the classical works of adab, as the analogy
becomes viral in his Leg over Leg.

The chapter begins with al-Fariyaq unable to interpret a dream related to him
about a monster with six horns, numerous tails, many patterns, and spots on its
body. Certain that the dream’s image of the monster is literal and cannot be inter-
preted (la tahtamil al-ta 'wil), he complains to his wife, who offers us the clue to
the entire chapter. The wife laments that some of her fellow Christian women of
both Egyptian and Levantine origins are unable to truly get to know their hus-
bands before marriage and believe that they are created to solely please men in bed
and serve them and their household. She complains that husbands neglect their
appearances and do not prioritize looking presentable, while they paradoxically
focus on their wives’ appearance lest their wives’ hair is not coiffed and her appear-
ance is unkempt. Al-Fariyaqiyya continues complaining that these husbands ask
their wives to wash their feet before bed or massage them until they fall asleep
while blinking, dozing off, yawning, and stretching. The man may very well be a
slinking wolf (sayyid ‘amallas).**

In a paradiegetic move to introduce her point, the wife goes on a digression to
emphasize various repulsive practices that are not only off-putting, analogous
to the bad breath al-Fariyaq spoke about, but also diminish the muri’a of said
husband(s) as humans and make them comparable to wolves in al-Fariyaqiyya’s
pun. The tacitly expressed demands, on the husbands’ parts, conveyed by the wife
above matches the punning of sayyid (master) but sayyid also means “wolf” or
a “master of villainy/wolves” (sayyid ‘amallas). While the bad breath is used as a
metaphor for unintelligibility, it is fitting among the repulsive improper hygienic
practices listed above. Al-Fariyaq refers to eloquence and possessing correct lan-
guage in the same urgency of practicing the necessary hygienic technologies of the
self. His wife refers to a compendium of practices (hygienic, emotional, sexual)



132 CHAPTER 6

that are also listed as part of the technologies of the self and are concomitant with
a healthy and successful marital relationship. The marriage metaphor is elevated
in their conversation to a marriage of words (zawdj al-alfaz).” The wife’s interpre-
tation of the dream, and al-Fariyaq’s acceptance of this interpretation, depends
on the marriage of words, a relationship that was not possible in his earlier inter-
pretation of his employer’s dreams, where every dream interpretation is met with
rejection. The wife’s understanding of the metaphorical language of the dream, its
ambiguity and multiple meanings, allowed her to participate in an adabized read-
ing of this dream and create a reading through social poiésis to reinstate mura’a;
adab as praxis here involves the creative production of desired and adabized social
conditions. The act of creating an exemplum virtutis (a model example of virtue)
out of a bad dream that was deemed literal and employ it in a critique that had
both a direct and indirect effect places the wife as an ideal, adabized reader. To
add, her very act of reading (interpreting) the dream is effecting a technology of
the self, through employing the figurative aspect of language, to contribute to her
well-being. Her husband, al-Fariyaq, was able to understand the underlying mean-
ing beyond her literal message in the form of dream interpretation. It is this “mar-
riage of words,” as they called it, which enabled the transformative poiésis of the
situation. The wordplay on the un-adabized man/husband (sayyid) being sayyid
‘amallas (a kunya for the slinking [khabith] wolf) is illuminating for the monster
image encountered before; here is also the binary divide between the adabized/
un-adabized as human/beast. Al-Fariyaqiyya, the wife, relates several other lamen-
table conditions beyond manners, hygiene, and redefining emotional and sexual
equality. Al-Fariyaq engages his wife in this interpretation of the monster, as he
comes to realize this reading by asking a probing question at the end. He asks his
wife whether she insinuated that he ought to fix his hair and clothes to look more
presentable; his wife replies that he is not yet doing this but will be soon.

WRITTEN UNDER AN ARCHIVE STAR:
FROM ARCHIVE TO META ARCHIVE

The famous title of al-Shidyaq’s book, Kitab al-saq ‘ala al-saq fi ma huwa al-fariyaq,
is supplemented by a subtitle, Ayyam wa-shuhiir wa-a‘'wam fi ‘ajam/ ‘ujm
al-‘arab wa-I-a jam (Days, Months, and Years [Spent] in the Erroneous Speech
of Arabs and Non-Arabs). The title also read “Erroneous Speech of Foreign Arabs
(‘ajam al- ‘arab) and Non-Arabs” or “The Erroneous Speech of Incorrect Arabic
(‘ujm al- ‘arab) of Arabs and Non-Arabs” depending on how al-Shidyaq vocalized
‘ajam/ ‘ujm al- ‘arab; and it may very well be that the polysemy is intentional.*
Al-Shidyaq also utilizes the classical Arabic genre of ayyam al- ‘arab (the days of
Arabs); this expression of “days” refers to what is accepted as waqa’i* (events)
involving the historical incidents, battles, and cultural and literary life during the
Jahiliyya or pre-Islamic Arab period. Al-Shidyaq then underscores these two titles
with a couplet of poetry:
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The writings of Zayd and Hind these days speak more to the common taste
Than any pair of weighty tomes

More profitable and useful than the teachings of two scholars
Are what a yoke of oxen from the threshings combs.*

Al-Shidyaq alludes here to the proliferation of the novel genre as he refers to the
commonly accepted way in Arabic to refer to John and Jane Doe, anonymously
alluding to the two protagonists (male/female) as Zayd and Hind, in place of some-
body in the masculine fuldn and feminine fulana. He says that writing and read-
ing (novels) about Zayd and Hind are becoming more popular than reading two
comparatively larger books (insinuating that the novels he had in mind are smaller
in size) and generally easier to read; he also points to the fact that these novels are
more profitable (to authors and publishers) than teaching in general, which was
his profession. There is an indication here to two things that may be related: the
changing perception of time and its concomitance with labor and profit as part of
the evolving economic landscape across eighteenth-century Europe and by exten-
sion in the “greenhouse modernities,” forced to sprout violently, brought on by
colonialism in the Middle East.*®

The eighteenth-century reading landscape in Britain, for instance, also trans-
formed as a result of the changing perceptions of time, industrialization, and
modernity, and thereby the creation of many types of readers. In his Dictionary of
the English Language (1755), Samuel Johnson includes many of the moral quota-
tions from his friend Samuel Richardson’s popular novel Clarissa (1751), which
had, innovatively, an index organized by category and quotations to save time for
the “busy young men.” Clarissa was not often praised for its plot but rather for the
lessons it imparted. There were two types of readers in the eighteenth century:
the “deep or shallow, intensive or extensive, passionate or uninvolved.”* Read-
ers who were immersed in the books and entered their worlds, and those who
picked and chose from books rather expansively. Not everyone could afford or
was able to become a professional reader. There was a growing fear that people
would become too interested and immersed in a book and “forget to do [their]
job* It is related that three or four days before his death, Johnson spoke “of the
little fear he had of undergoing a chirurgical operation, ‘I would give one of these
legs for a year more of life, I mean of comfortable life, not such as that which I
now suffer’;—and lamented much his inability to read during his hours of restless-
ness; ‘T used formerly, (he added,) when sleepless in bed, to read like a Turk™*
Turk, of course, refers to the totality of Muslims and also the Ottomans. Johnson
never explained what he meant by reading “like a Turk” The expression was left to
later commentators. John Black, for instance, traces the expression to another: “To
work like a Turk,” a common expression in Britain at the time. Black maintains,
“The saying might however have been introduced when people were exceedingly
active. To fight like a Turk seems to have been the original expression.”*® But John-
son’s usage of the image of the Turk seems to suggest both a certain fierceness akin
to Johnsons own reading but also a sense of being a stranger or an alien on both
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psychological and social levels; Johnson seems to be defending a position that runs
counter to the current norms of the reading habits of his time.” Of note is the
transference of the fierceness of fighting with the fierceness of reading as perhaps
Johnson articulated what Edward Said observed about reading as ijtihad.> Ijtihad
(lit. exerting oneself), a term born out of Islamic sciences proper, also has a double
sens meaning that can be noticed from its etymology since it originally means
physical or mental effort expended in a particular activity.

Was the novel, in its language and form, in al-Shidyaq’s opinion, an easier read
than the larger tomes he refers to? Was it less time-consuming? It is clear that
al-Shidyaq is not a stranger to the novel form either in translation or in the origi-
nal languages he may have read on his travels. Despite this familiarity and his own
critique of the novel as he mentions at the beginning, the desire to peg his work as
the first Arabic novel betrays al-Shidyaq’s own vision of his work and the indigene-
ity of the form(s) he chose. It unwittingly also betrays the critique of the novel that
he declares at the beginning of the book and his ongoing critique of the mutual
overlapping of power and knowledge in his other writings. Note, for instance,
that not all nahda intellectuals were cognizant of this relationship or viewed
it through the same lens. Rifa‘a al-Tahtawi (1801-73), “the first Arab intellectual
to become acquainted with modern Europe through travel and study . . . failed to
recognize the mutual imbrication of power and knowledge, which had crystal-
lized merely three decades earlier in the French Expedition in Egypt. For Tahtawi,
Europe was only a rival with expansionist tendencies . . . [it] did not constitute an
imperial threat; rather, it was perceived as offering an opportunity for cultural and
civilizational revival in the Arab world”** This was the tenor of the general dis-
course of the nahda. It is possible to understand this, in one way, through the lens
of looking beyond the hegemony of the Ottomans, who, as al-Shidyaq repeatedly
told us in various works, marginalized the Arabic language; despite the fact that
the Ottomans “derived the legitimacy of their rule from their posture as an Islamic
state—a posture that secured the support of the traditional religious establishment
within the Arab world”>*

The prevalence of these views confirms al-Shidyaq’s own critique. To some Arab
critics and scholars, such as Muhammad Yusuf Najm (1925-2009), al-Shidyags is
not a first novel but a failed novel. Najm maintains that “al-Shidyaq is the big-
gest literary talent that was wasted at the beginning of our nahda. While his Leg
over Leg boasts of narrative maturity to a large degree, he did not utilize it. This
book is just an autobiography of his own life written in a pleasant narrative style
(usliab qasasi fanni tarif) and in some chapters it reaches the status of some World
literary masterpieces”® Najm continues to say that al-Shidyaq’s inclusion of the
magqamat shows some innovation in the art of the maqama since he departed from
the linguistic pretentiousness and rhetorical absurdity (al-takalluf al-lughawi wa-I-
‘abath al-bayani) to the magama that deals with some social issues (mawdii ‘an
ijtima ‘iyyan). He also writes that were it not for al-Shidyaqs inclusion of maqamat
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by al-Fariyaq’s narrator, al-Haris b. Hitham, and fashioning it stylistically in the
manner of saj “and adorning it with poetry in a maqgamat frame as it was known
by its earliest writers, “we could have considered this a good start for the short
story (ugsusa)”*® Najm adds that had al-Shidyaq not been involved in politics
and journalism, he would have written the “story” on its modern critical terms
(bi-shuriitiha al-naqdiyya al-haditha). It is tempting to ask, What were the set of
practices that characterized literary discourse and standardized its features over
time? What was the definition of the short story for Najm, writing in the 1950s?
Rashad Rushdi, who published a study on the “short story” in 1959, introduces
us to the history of this genre, beginning with what he calls the “factory of lies”
(masna * al-akadhib), which he maintains was a room in the Vatican, where every
night the papal secretaries gather for entertainment in the form of short stories.
Rushdi refers here to the Bugiale, which was a club started by papal secretary
Poggio Bracciolini, who was a collector of jocular tales; he published the first
Renaissance jestbook, the Facetiae, in 1470.”” Rushdi also relates to us Giovanni
Boccaccio’s (1313-75) Decameron, ending with Guy de Maupassant (1850-93) as the
ultimate father of the short story and his literary children Anton Chekhov (1860-
1904), Luigi Pirandello (1867-1936), Katherine Mansfield (1888-1923), and Ernest
Hemingway (1899-1961). In this introduction, no attempt was made by Rushdi
to engage any Arabic sources or comparisons. He later only cites an excerpt from
“The Tale of Sindbad” from the Thousand and One Nights as an example of realistic
dialogue between characters who, according to him, “speak like real people” and
not in the elevated language of classical Arabic texts. He criticizes contemporary
authors who use this style of what he calls “the outdated conception of literature
that rests on stylistics and language” (al-mafhiim al-qadim li-lI-adab al-ladhi yaqim
‘ala al-siyagha al-lafziyya) and deems it “an anomaly in our part of the world [in
the Arabic language]” as opposed to any other part of the world.”® The Arabic
language is indeed an anomaly in this part of the world, as Emile Habibi observed.
Habibi argues that the Arabic language is the primary art that the Arab-Islamic
civilization developed and that its treasures (kuniiz) are a sea (bahr). Habibi lik-
ens the Arabic language to music (miisiqa) and drawing (rasm), and he speaks of
language and turath (heritage/tradition) as resistance to the hegemonic erasures.”
It would not be inaccurate to agree with Habibi, bearing in mind the linguistic
achievements of premodern adab, whether in the genre of the magamat, which is
a celebration of language in and of itself, or in Arabic poetry.

The failure of al-Shidyaq’s maqamat to become, a verb of the progress narra-
tive, the short story, according to Najm and those with similar views, would be
relegated to the restrictive paradigms Rushdi placed as an evaluative model. In
other words, the typical narrative of progress suggests that the models Najm and
Rushdi invoke establish a benchmark that the rest of the non-Western world,
including their readers, students, and audience, should strive to meet. This invita-
tion to participate and meet the criteria of said literature rests on the belief that
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the value of Rushdi’s literary examples is concomitant with the historical move-
ment of progress. This posture essentially questions the roles of everyone in this
purported progress narrative based on a comparison between societies, cultures,
and periods. Rushdi’s devaluation of adab, premodern Arabic literature, and per-
haps even the totality of Arabic literature to the role of a useless participant rested
on the view that classical Arabic is inadequate for modern literary expression (an
anomaly) in his opinion, compared to other perceived successful models. Najm’s
and Rushdi’s views as authority figures in the Arab world of education and cul-
ture, writing in the post-decolonization period, evoke the potent words exchanged
between the Mamur and the narrator about Mustafa Sa‘eed in Tayeb Salih’s novel
Season of Migration to the North (1966). The Mamur questions: “Has not the coun-
try become independent? Have we not become free men in our own country? Be
sure, though, that they will direct our affairs from afar. This is because they have
left behind them people who think as they do”®® Salih reiterates what Frantz Fanon
tells us, “Colonialism is not satisfied merely with holding a people in its grip and
emptying the native’s brain of all form and content. By a kind of perverted logic, it
turns to the past of the oppressed people, and distorts, disfigures, and destroys it.
The work of devaluing pre-colonial history takes on a dialectical significance today.
When we consider the efforts made to carry out the cultural estrangement . . .
to convince the natives that colonialism came to lighten their darkness.”®!

On the form of the short story, Egyptian writer and novelist Gamal al-Ghitani
(1945-2015) tells us in an interview shortly before he passed that he was astonished
when he read the history and definition of the short story in the aforementioned
study by Rushdi. He maintains that the latter offered a definition for the short story
that is in concert with the European tradition (ta rifan li-I-gissa muttasiqan ma‘a
al-turath al-arnbi). He maintains, “I felt that these techniques do not express what
I feel inside. I felt that I needed techniques that would grant me greater freedom
during the strict censorship at the time” (sha ‘artu anna hadhihi al-tagniyyat la
tu ‘abbir ‘amma fi dakhili, kuntu ash ‘ur anni fi haja ila asalib tuhaqqiq Ii hurriyya
akbar, fi zill al-riqgaba al-sarima li-l-adab anadhak).* In this respect, it could be
argued that there are two competing narratives: one that regards Leg over Leg as
heading toward the novel as known in its conventional form.®* The other narra-
tive, supported by al-Shidyaq’s own writing, regards his work as a continuum but
also an innovation of adab and a unique and indigenous form in itself. Al-Ghitani
articulates what Mikhail Bakhtin previously theorized in his study on the novel
on the relationship between form and ideology. Bakhtin wanted to challenge the
separation between the abstract “formal” approach and the similarly abstract
“ideological” approach. He insists that “form and content in discourse are one”
and that “verbal discourse is a social phenomenon.”®* If the conventional novel
form that was available to both al-Shidyaq and al-Ghitani, and several other writ-
ers, did not seem to offer the necessary aesthetics that would assist them in what
both viewed as a more expansive freedom of expression and resistance—cultural
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amnesia in al-Shidyagq’s case, and censorship, globalization, and imperialism in al-
Ghitani’s—then it stands to reason that theirs is a project that was a continuation
and innovation of, rather than a break with, tradition and the past. Both authors
offered unconventional literary forms. The will to resolve, to challenge readily
available forms, and therefore an impetus to originality and creativity (observed in
both al-Shidyaq’s and al-Ghitani’s works) in order to express what truly is human,
showcases the essence of murti a as a framework for adab for both authors. Theirs
was not only a crisis with their surroundings or their sociopolitical throw but a
crisis of the readily available aesthetic forms that they had to negotiate.

THE MAQAMAT AS AN AESTHETIC CRISIS

The magamat’s inclusion in al-Shidyaq’s magnum opus attests to an important
reality; the maqamat threatens the then modern linguistic sensibility, hence safety,
and therefore understanding and meaning of the maqama world, inside the
work, and by mimetic extension, life. These timed interruptions, every thirteenth
chapter in every volume of the four volumes, perform consistently and predict-
ably, only to threaten the reader’s sense of certainty and their situatedness in their
linguistic being by aesthetically interrupting the world created by the other “safer”
narratives and chapters, which to the modern reader are not so aesthetically and
linguistically threatening; they disturb the habitus of the mind. The thirteenth
chapter(s) signals to the reader what they are afraid of but also would like to
archive, keep hidden, locked away in a coffer of deserted things.

The first magama refers to the pursuit of happiness and the state of anxiety that
Ibn Hazm, who is invoked, speaks of. The narrator invents fictitious book titles
that allude to real ones: Kitab muwazanat al-halatayn wa-muwazanat al-alatayn
(The Book of Balancing the Two States and Comparing the Two Straits), in
reference to the genre and method of muwazana and the Kitab al-muwazana
of Abu al-Qasim al-Amidi (d. 370 AH/980 CE) (in full: Kitab al-muwazana bayna
Abi Tammam wa-I-Buhtur), whom the maqdma narrator confuses with another
(Sayfal-Din) al-Amidi (d. 631 AH/1233 CE), an important jurist of the Shafi‘1school
and, as the narrator acknowledges, an “honored sheikh and productive scholar of
great virtue”® Al-Fariyaq’s narrator does not give us the name of this purported
author of the book yet but he goes on to say that the author is Abti Rushd (d.
595 AH/1198 CE) “Brains” Ibn Hazm (d. 456 AH/1064 CE) in a clear reference to,
though conflation and conglomeration of, Ibn Rushd and Ibn Hazm. The former
is intellectually from a different philosophical and theological school than the lat-
ter. The “Masher, son of Pulverizer” mashed and mixed books that he tells us that
he has read but al-Shidyaq’s narrator’s solecisms in pronunciation betray him. In
his depiction of al-Haris the “Masher;” al-Shidyaq is in dialogue with al-Jahiz’s
theorization of solecism (lathgha) as a marker of incorrect Arabic (in the context
of non-Arabs speaking Arabic), which he differentiates from involuntary lisping.
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He says, “the most important symptom of this is the substitution of sin for tha and
ta’ with ta’ and the sa’ with ha ' Al-Shidyaq here nods to an important aspect
of language or rather a critique of language use. Al-Shidyaq’s narrative is not only
a satire on the disease of language loss; it is an outright mockery of pronunciation.
The name of the narrator is a play on normally mispronounced letters of Arabic
by some native and nonnative speakers: sd’ as ha’ and tha as sin (harith becomes
haris, which bespeaks mispronunciation and is also a nod to the title of his book).
Hisham becomes Hitham and the verb “narrated,” haddatha (to relate something),
becomes haddasa, to speculate or seek to learn of something, or more potently
as al-Zabidi says to have false impressions on the meaning of discourse (al-
tawahhum fi ma ‘ani al-kalam).*” The correct pronunciation of these names would
take the reader back to both al-Hamadhants and al-HarirTs magamat and their
famous narrators ‘Isa b. Hisham and al-Harith b. Hammam, who both “relate”
their stories, while al-Shidyaq’s narrator is seemingly relating but also seeking the
information by virtue of turning haddatha to haddasa; he is making inquiries or
in need of information and knowledge. The linguistic maneuver on al-Shidyaq’s
part retained the spirit of the unreliable narrator of the ancestral magamat nar-
rators but added another layer of unreliability. The narrator is seemingly telling
us a story but simultaneously seeking information from al-Fariyaq and/or us, as
he repeatedly shows. The inversion of the role of the narrator to the role of the
seeker of information, while al-Fariyaq, including us, as the audience, becomes
the supplier and also the editor/corrector of this information, is concomitant
with the narrator’s name, also to be read literally as Masher, son of Pulverizer; it
speaks to this predicament.®® For he is constantly presenting corrupt information
that needs revision on our part.

It is presumed that since Masher is a user of the language, that language would
be readily available to him as it would to al-Fariyaq or to the reader. His use is jux-
taposed to that of al-Fariyaq and to the reader, who would recognize the aspects
of this critique. But Masher’s use of the language shows us that there is a certain
subjectivity as a result of Masher’s own interaction with language, or lack thereof.
His is not just a problem of articulating himself eloquently using the correct titles
of the books; it is a deeper problem that the magama highlights comically at first as
a lathgha, a marker of incorrect usage of Arabic, or corrupt language. This would
in turn, according to al-Shidyagqs critique, induce incorrect thinking altogether.
The conflation of book titles, authors, and ideas are not presented as endearing
absentmindedness but rather as a consequence of adopting incorrect language
that birthed incorrect thought. Al-Shidyaq’s aesthetics concurrently highlights
the problem as it presents Masher’s inaccurate problems in reading and under-
standing and simultaneously diagnoses its reasons. The aesthetic placement of this
inside the maqdma is a nod to the magama not just as a literary genre but as an
institution of pride for the Arabic language, and of adab. Litterateurs used the
maqama as an aesthetic site to compete, ostentatiously, without shame, about not
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only their perfect Arabic but all their knowledge of poetry, history, and intellectual
life, rhetorical devices, and the ability to include strange and unheard words and
utilize the language to come up with inversion (qalb) or linguistic reversal (al- ‘aks
al-lafzi)—meaning a sentence/letters can be read from right to left and also left
to right, sometimes giving the same sentence and meaning and others giving the
opposite meaning depending on the intention of the use.” The magamat were
used pedagogically as a creative tool to teach students the intricacies of Arabic lan-
guage; it is thus more than an “outdated” genre or a literary form. “The incommu-
nicability of adab,” Sacks avers, “mirrors its loss”” It should not be surprising that
the maqamat of al-Harirl were among the translated literary works under British
colonialism; it comes years after the translation of Ibn MaliK’s Alfiyya (La quintes-
sence de la Grammaire arabe) by Silvestre de Sacy in 1833. It was translated as the
Makamat of Rhetorical Anecdotes in 1850.”" The Royal Asiatic Society’s translations
were conducted through the Oriental Translation Fund. In other words, transla-
tions were funded based on a rationale to be discussed before a subvention was
awarded. Translations served a purpose that was often regarded as important for
the colonial administration, naturally. The Society, founded in 1823, was keen on
translating, among other literary texts of other Asian languages, turdth and classi-
cal Arabic texts to further “the investigation of subjects connected with and for the
encouragement of science, literature and the arts in relation to Asia.”’?

The investigation of subjects connected with the encouragement of literature as
per the colonial translation funds did not seem too keen to support a continuation
of the mastery of Arabic in literature and arts. In 1883, one year after coming to
Egypt, Sir William Willcocks, a British missionary and civil engineer, advocated
for the supplanting of Standard Arabic (fusha) with the Egyptian colloquial dialect
(‘ammiyya) in all forms of written and spoken life. Along with these propositions
were of course the attempts to render the Bible and the Quran in the Egyptian
‘ammiyya. Willcocks argued that dispensing with fusha and opting for ‘ammiyya
would allow Egyptians to be more creative and express themselves freely and
become more innovative in all forms of life; fushd, he alleged, was stifling the con-
ceptual and thinking capacities of Egyptians and the Arab people.”” How strange
are the similarities between Willcocks’s views and the aforementioned Rushdi’s
frustration with the Arabic language and its Modern Standard Arabic (MSA)
and fusha anomalies in Arabic literature, which he would like to exchange for
colloquial? It is unclear if being creative and innovative to freely express oneself
would be possible using the knowledge and world of more words learned in fusha
versus the very limited world of the colloquial and local dialect if the person’s
entire world, thought, and imagination are limited and circumscribed within this
national, local idiolect. If the limits of the thinkable and imaginable, the world as
we know it, is our language, then a larger framework unquestionably gives one
more freedom than a circumscribed and limited framework in the borders of a
nation and sometimes the subculture within the very nation (cities and towns have
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their own colloquial dialects than what is presumed to be the country’s main dia-
lect). Willcocks’s was a linguistically corrosive proposition, needless to mention
estranging and separatist on the national and regional levels and to say nothing of
the inevitable break with the linguistic subject’s past due to the imminent inabil-
ity to access the language. It may also be argued that they gradually would lose
access to other Arab nations’ writing and speech. Language, as Timothy Mitchell
observes, was one of the most radical and momentous strategies of the colonizers
to restructure Egyptian culture.”* Colonialism’s exploitive strategies to reduce its
subjects’ linguistic beings, to limit their abilities to articulate the world, to imagine
and conceptualize, to think creatively in their language and achieve their maxi-
mum potential as linguistic beings, are well known and documented throughout
history. There is no need to reiterate them here. The naive assumption that digging
up the past is unfruitful since with decolonization and independence the previ-
ously colonized countries have rid themselves of colonialism is simply inaccurate.
Some of the fruits of these cultural and linguistic policies are still flowering and
blooming as have been previously highlighted. As Ngiigi wa Thiongo reminds us
in Decolonising the Mind, language becomes “a way of life” He argues that it was
one of the most important colonial tools in holding the “soul prisoner,” which
comprised mental and emotional subjugation, compared to bullets, which is the
concern of physical subjugation. The postcolonial subject, Ngiigi wa Thiongo inti-
mates, cannot be truly decolonized without decolonizing education and disman-
tling the values the colonizer made primary for or imposed on its subjects.”

DISSONANCE AND THE FAILED READER

Al-Shidyaq relates many anecdotes on the consequences of errors of reading and
writing (tashif). He says that Sulayman b. ‘Abd al-Malik wrote to Prince Ibn Hazm
to count (ihsi) the mukhannathin (effeminate men, according to the premodern
use of the term), as his scribe had committed an error in writing the ha’ as kha’
(with a dot over the letter); it thus became the imperative verb castrate (ikhsi), and
so the prince called in the people in question and castrated them, the anecdote
maintains.” Al-Shidyaq seems to construct the narrative around these extreme
consequences of language errors, as dark and incredible as they may seem;
the anecdote is also adamant on highlighting the cascading effects of poor lan-
guage or the loss of language. It no longer affects the person in question but it may
extend to others, and hence society. The change from the official census to “count”
to become the mutilating “castrate” reflects the aforementioned Shidyaqian poet-
ics of errors as physical mutilations, disease, as well as material defects.
Al-Shidyaq was diagnosing the failure of reading not only in his own work but
also the failure to modernize from within. He diagnosed the failed reader who
would not be able to read his book or would read his book as a “failed novel” and
the failed reader qua narrator as “Masher” Despite giving the reader everything
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inside this book qua archive, there will be failure. It is generally accepted that
the author has one chance to guide readers through their book, often done in
prefaces, exordiums, or other parts of the book, where the author addresses the
reader. Sometimes the exordium is a general guide and sometimes it acts as a tex-
tual space to effect a preemptive defense against probable critical attacks. These
are all concerns that point to questions of authority over interpretation. Suspect-
ing the reader is surprisingly not a modern or postmodern posture. Al-Jahiz (d.
255 AH/868 CE) advises us, and anyone who is about to write a book, to treat all
potential readers as adversaries and as if they know everything. In other words, he
is telling us that our readers are specialists and have plenty of time on their hands
for the author and the book (wa-yanbaghi li-man katab kitaban alla yaktubahu illa
‘ala anna al-nas kullahum lahu a ‘da’ wa-kullahum ‘alim bi-l-umiir wa-kullahum
mutafarrigh lahu).”” Al-Shidyaq is no stranger to this advice or to al-Jahiz, but
he opts for a different approach in his exordium, the one chance he has with the
reader. He writes a poem as an introduction (fatihat al-kitab):

This book of mine to the sophisticate (zarif) will be sophisticated (zarifan)
And smooth-tongued, while to the foolish (sakhif) it will be foolish
(sakhifan).

I have set down in it words and lexical items to bejewel it
And filled it with dots that shine and letters.”

There are two conflicting readings for al-Shidyaq here as outlined in his exordium
or what he referred to in his proem as two possible categories of his readers: the
intelligent, refined, adabized reader (zarif) and the foolish reader (sakhif). The
zarif vs. sakhif trope is an established category in adab; both designations loosely
relate to intelligent and foolish.”

Al-Shidyaq does not oppressively depict to us that there is a correct reading and
that is why Masher is a failed reader because he does not conform to it. Rather,
the failed reader before us is evidently capable of reading and he does read but is
incapable of comprehending and providing plausible meanings or critically engag-
ing with what he reads, let alone engaging with his interlocutors meaningfully; he
confuses everything he reads. The process of understanding, al-Shidyaq suggests,
is not an individual one; it is dependent on realities that are beyond the individ-
ual.¥ In other words, understanding, or to become a non-failed reader, depends
on the changed cultural and linguistic realities that al-Shidyaq alluded to through-
out his work, which precluded understanding as it becomes unsupported by the
institutions that would lend this capability to the individual, Masher, son of Pul-
verizer. We recognize Masher as a failed reader because al-Shidyaq created a dis-
tance of error between him and al-Fariyaq and ultimately us. Al-Fariyaq provides
the awaited answer, most of the time, for Masher’s reading and understanding
dilemmas. As readers, we are regarding Masher’s narrative with caution, we read
critically and we also recognize the errors he makes. In this respect, al-Shidyaq
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created a space that allowed this realization. I should like to argue that this is not
a moral distance that should give us any right to judge Masher morally; rather, it
is a space of misunderstanding/understanding motivated by healthy questioning
and critique that al-Shidyaq proposes as necessary. Al-Fariyaq is positioned as the
well-tempered reader. Masher’s reading problem is not represented as essential,
that is, he is essentially a failed reader but rather as a product of what al-Shidyaq
diagnoses in Leg over Leg as the “loss of Arabic” hence access to the reservoir of
Arabic intellectual thought.

However, if distance can be a condition of understanding, or as suggested in the
twelfth century as the Ghazalian dihliz (liminality) as the in-between state required
for understanding; it prompts us to ask questions in this critical space (while also
being hospitable in an adabized way), as al-Shidyaq intimates. Masher is a guest in
the house of magamat, while al-Fariyaq and other characters are to be understood
as nineteenth-century figures traversing a premodern linguistic and aesthetic pro-
verbial architecture. Masher could not make use of this liminal state because he is
unable to decipher anything in the house of maqamat, or the thirteenth enclave,
without help; he failed linguistically and intellectually. In this respect, it is safe to
conclude that he can neither understand nor be understood as a linguistic being.
Does this affect Masher’s ways of being—his mura'a? Masher to al-Shidyaq, and
perhaps also al-Fariyaq, does not exist; his disoriented identity, alluded to by
the intentional misnaming, confirms that he not only failed as a reader, but he
has failed as a linguistic being and ultimately as a human being along with the
other failed readers encountered in the aforementioned maqamait.

The lack of successful participation of Masher in the world, or in particular the
world of language around him, communicates also the mental being correspond-
ing to it. As Walter Benjamin tells us, “The linguistic being of things is their lan-
guage; this proposition, applied to man, means: the linguistic being of man is his
language. Which signifies: man communicates his own mental being in his lan-
guage”®' The inability of Masher to communicate his linguistic being and ulti-
mately his mental being in his language lends purchase to al-Shidyaq’s placement
of Masher’s character that may be perceived as contemporaneous to al-Fariyaq
inside the premodern genre of magama. In other words, al-Shidyaq housed the
characters inside a different aesthetic temporality in these inserted magqamat.
The temporal distancing enforced on the characters played with a number of
claims: although the literary and linguistic horizon of the magqama is the present,
the characters including Masher are unable to understand either themselves or
what is said. Their capacity to understand requires an encounter of several hori-
zons that they are not practicing, nor do these horizons cross their minds. They
are unable to travel to the past, linguistically. This then makes al-Shidyaq’s subtitle
about the ‘wjm al- ‘arab/ ‘ajam al- ‘arab logical and more understandable.

The fictitious jumbled titles, which may very well allude to the real title if
known, by the adabized reader, point to a salient argument in al-Shidyagqs arc: the
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relationship between language and ontology. The constructed reality of the failed
reader comprises masterpieces of the Arabic literary tradition and towering fig-
ures that correspond to a reality; however, this reality becomes distorted because
of a distortion in language on his part. Al-Shidyaq is playing a double game. The
loss of language not only would indicate a loss of access to these books, literally
(thus it would not be possible to understand these books), but also it would lead
to a loss of an ontological reality about these books; they cease to exist. In other
words, the failed reader, al-Haris, the Masher, constructed an alternate reality, or
rather, according to al-Shidyaq, crushed the ontological veracity of these texts as
he presented them, whether based on his own failed readings or through second-
ary failed readings because he does not have skilled access to the primary source.
According to premodern scholars, reality and truth (al-haqiqa) are divided into
three categories (agsam): linguistic (lughawiyya), legal (shar ‘iyya), and customary
or normative ( ‘urfiyya).® The legal contains words that should be understood in
the legal context. Customary and normative truths and reality contain words that
have become terms (istilah) that every group of practitioners in a discipline use
among themselves and therefore correspond to a meaning and reality for them.*
Linguistic truths in themselves are divided into conceptual and metaphorical. Pre-
modern Arab linguists similarly theorized about the relationship between language
and truth where conceptual ( ‘agliyyan) truth and metaphor are concerned and
where attribution (isndd) of actors (fa i) and objects (maf ul) are concerned. In
his expounding of linguist and rhetorician al-Sakkakts Miftah al- ‘uliim (d. 626
AH/1229 CE), al-Subki (d. 773 AH/1371 CE) explains to us in an aptly titled volume
celebrating the completion of this task, ‘Aris al-afrah fi sharh talkhis al-Miftah,
that truth (al-haqiqa) would be the true attribution of the action or its meaning to
what it belongs to on the speaker’s part in appearance (fi al-zahir). The phrase “in
appearance,” al-Sakkakis addition, divides into four cases: (a) what con-
forms with reality (wdqi‘) and the belief of the speaker (i tigaduhu); (b) what
conforms with reality without believing in it; (c) what conforms with the speaker’s
belief but not reality; (d) what conforms neither with reality nor with the speak-
er’s belief.?* Masher’s conflation of real books with made-up books and what he
believes may be their (nonexistent) content therefore constructed this alternate
false reality while simultaneously erasing the objective truth of the original books.
In the second maqama in Leg over Leg, “A Magama to Make You Sit,” al-Haris finds
himself among “a Christian, the other a Jew, the next a man with no ideas of his
own, who to neither belief nor unbelief will hew?%> They were all debating mar-
riage and divorce, heatedly. With views ranging from divorce being a grave sin, to
the possibility of adultery when both parties are denied divorce. The magama,
in the manner of its classical predecessors, especially al-Hariri, presents the issue
from all perspectives. Al-Shidyaq’s predecessors engaged in the act of praising and
vilifying as a measure of eloquence (e.g., see al-maqama al-bikriyya, for praising
and vilifying virgin wives); al-Shidyaq is equally engaged with the topic to present
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it from all sides.* The narrator, al-Haris, after listening to everyone’s views, is asked
about his own. He avoided giving an opinion or rather did not have one: “Verily, I
replied, ‘it is a very great woe, a dilemma fit to make tears flow. . . . Let there be no
misapprehension, knowing each celestial sphere and every star, diving where lie
Earth’s metals and wonders bizarre, or comprehending its secrets and things exotic,
would be easier by far for me than giving a yes or no on such a topic”¥ When
al-Haris sees al-Fariyaq approaching, he asks him to weigh in with his opinion on
the topic of matrimony. Al-Fariyaq reiterates that if divorce is permitted, it can be
abused by men, but women should not be deprived of this right should they wish.
And if all else fails, then a moderate solution is to obtain a divorce and separate.
The company including al-Haris as well as a Muslim man, initially encountered
earlier, all laughed according to al-Haris at al-Fariyaq’s opinion, which he reports
that they have “not found in the books in any shape, form, or way”®* However,
al-Fariyaq’s opinion, to the discernible reader, can be traced in the Quran (Q.2:231,
“When you divorce women and they have reached their set time, then either keep
or release them in a fair manner. Do not hold on to them with intent to harm them
and commit aggression: anyone who does this wrongs himself. Do not make a
mockery of God’s revelations; remember the favour He blessed you with, and the
Scripture and wisdom He sent to teach you. Be mindful of God and know that He
has full knowledge of everything”).

Al-Haris’s narrative depicts two failures: the initial failure to critique or synthe-
size anything from the discussion and give an opinion or weigh in meaningfully,
and the failure to recognize al-Fariyaq’s reasoned opinion as one that is familiar. To
say that it is not found in any book clearly shows a major defect in understanding
and error in judgment. There is an indication here of the absence of will to resolve
(‘azm). He does not have the knowledge presumed in a narrator; the haddasa (to
speculate/seek information) continually actualizes the action verb related to his
adventures but even the seeking of information is passive—he waits for people to
tell him—rather than active. In his narrative, al-Haris painted his company with
the same brush as himself and reported that they all laughed for the reason he
reported to us; perhaps they each laughed for a different reason than him or per-
haps they did not? Perhaps it is al-Haris who failed to recognize the allusion?

Al-Haris exhibits a different kind of failure in the third maqama, “A Maqama
to Make You Stand,” when he posits the conceits of the magama as his quizzi-
cal stance toward women. Again, in manner of classical magamat of mentioning
both the negative and positive sides of all issues, after some reflection on women,
al-Haris is still undecided. He goes to the beach where poets meet to discuss all
things. He listens to them and still cannot manage to have what he calls the “final
word” on the subject. “T still may come across one from who the final word on
this matter I can prise, thus sparing myself further inquiry and surmise, for it
seems to me that the speakers were like two horses in a race, each rider jockeying
with knowledge and rhetoric for place. Each, though, I think, spoke according
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to what his mood suggested and not—as should those who report and relate—by
ensuring that the truth was fully tested”®® Al-Haris here admits that he wants to
spare himself further inquiry and surmise. Though he seems to be cognizant of
the two poets’ methods, he is unable to put in the work to critique them equally
to come to a conclusion of his own. Critique and reflection (basar) with resolve/
will (‘azm) is one of the benefits of adab as Ibn al-Mugqaffa® maintains; it is also a
proof of the sound mind to choose things “critically after reflection” (basar) and
execute critique with resolve/will (‘azm), he adds.”® Al-Haris tells us that he exhib-
its some understanding but we intuit, from what he said, that he has no resolve to
pursue further inquiry and critique; the intellectually dependent al-Haris waits
for al-Fariyaq to tell him what to think about women to act accordingly. The fail-
ure exhibited here is a failure of thinking rather than reading critically, perhaps
a logical consequence of the initial failure, which we witnessed in the previous
two magqgamat. In the final magama, “A Maqama to Make You Walk,” the topic
continues from women in general to marriage in particular. Al-Haris listens to
two parties who weigh in with the pros and cons of marriage. As usual, he cannot
decide. “The two schools being thus equally balanced, the two claims in conten-
tion, I said to myself, ‘If only the Fariyaq were with us today so that to this thorny
question he might turn his attention”' Al-Fariyaq weighs in with a poem that
al-Haris deems a fatwa on womenss affairs, “What a paragon! How much insight
into women’s affairs he shows, in verse as much as in prose! And how greatly we
need from him, concerning these creatures, a fatwah, be it delivered in person or
in absentia!”* Al-Shidyaq introduces a hashiya (commentary/gloss) at the end of
this magama explaining that because al-Haris was fond of al-Fariyag, he did not
take him to task over his poetry, which was awkwardly composed. Al-Shidyagq,
posing as commentator, tells us that he does not want to deceive the reader since
they developed a friendship from the beginning of the book. The commentary
here serves to highlight al-Shidyaq’s game as well. Al-Haris cannot differentiate
between awkward poetry or good poetry or make up his mind. His commentary
on the poetry in this magama, and his views elsewhere, are meant to raise sus-
picion. Should the reader identify with al-Haris and trust him intellectually, the
reader would thereby become equally a failed one, without knowing. Al-Shidyaq’s
gloss therefore is aimed at urging the reader to read critically and have the resolve
to critique, disagree, and become intellectually independent.

BEGINNINGS AND ENDINGS

What is striking in the reception of al-Shidyaq’s work is not only how it is often
compared to the conventional form of the novel, or if the maqama fits the defini-
tion of short story, or if the outdated genre—to some—has a place in this oth-
erwise modern “novel,” but ultimately how it is thought of as if it has no past.
In other words, some of its reception during the nahda, and beyond, focuses
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on the work as if the magama does not belong to the present because of its past
and therefore has no future in either the worlds of the novel or short stories, despite
the fact that the form of novel as such is able to contain all genres, even nonverbal
and nontextual (pictorial, music sheets, puzzles, riddles, reports, maps, etc.). It is
instructive to question why al-Shidyaq’s work needs to be framed as a beginning
rather than a continuation, a culmination, an innovation, and/or a dialogue with
adab. If it is framed as a most desired beginning, or as a desperate need to draw
a beginning line, then there must be a desired ending line simultaneously drawn?
The desire to break free with the past or with tradition may very well be described
as nihilistic. There has been what may be best described as a race for the cov-
eted title of the first Arabic novel since 1999, when Bouthaina Shaaban considered
Zaynab Fawwaz’s Husn al- ‘awaqib (Benevolent Consequences) (1899)% as the first
Arabic novel because it preceded Muhammad Hussein Heikal’s Zaynab (1914). A
year later in Egypt, Jabir ‘Asfar republished Ghabat al-haqq (The Forest of Truth)
(1865) by Francis Marrash with “The First Arabic Novel” on the cover.” Then in
2004, Hilmi al-Namnam republished the aforementioned Husn al- ‘awagqib, still
with “The First Arabic Novel” on the cover, and in 2007 a second edition of Wayy,
idhan lastu bi-ifranji (Alas, Then I Am Not a Foreigner) (1859) by Khalil Khari,
also with “The First Arabic Novel” on the cover.” The question then is, How would
competing for the title of the first Arabic novel benefit the writing/rewriting of
Arabic literary history? Would it inform subsequent studies on Arabic novels?
Might the race for “the first Arabic novel” be a teleological one rather than a lit-
erary one—one that is eager to measure the first Arabic novel not in literary but
“progressive” parameters, where the earlier the date means the earlier this begin-
ning is claimed and therefore the earlier the measure of “progress” starts from the
measuring point of “now”? The prioritization of this interest is one that is arguably
manufactured by what the colonial climate advocated, since the “colonial manag-
ers removed or downplayed specific indigenous genres of authority and politi-
cal decision-making in vernacular languages”®® This need not often be violent or
direct—although there is precedence for it—but can be sinuous. The colonial ecol-
ogy, through power dynamics, often created different “orders of visibility, which
“are constructed by conceptual, methodological, and analytical lenses”” It can be
argued that this order of visibility is shaped by and therefore shapes “absences
in theory, knowledge, and representation and emergences in social and semiotic
practices”® The hierarchies of genres observed relates to this concealed desire
to be not only visible but a participant in this “new literary order” that undoubt-
edly becomes standardized and taken for granted in practices and ways of seeing
and being in the world. These strategic practices inspired by the new literary order
will fiercely defend themselves, through their very methods, and seemingly innoc-
uous standards, as forms of gatekeeping, to preserve themselves. The new methods
and standards of modern Arabic literature, which inspired the aforementioned
contestations of “the first Arabic novel,” are participating in this new order,
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thinking they are catching up with these standards, but in fact they are acquiesc-
ing to a grander narrative with standards set before the participation of the Ara-
bic novel in this new order of visibility. Thus, contesting the order of visibility of
modern Arabic literature through the question “when was the first Arabic novel”
or “whether al-Shidyaq is the first great Arabic novel” becomes meaningful if
regarded through questioning this new order of visibility and hierarchical genres.
That said, was al-Shidyaq unaware of the novel form or incapable, aestheti-
cally, stylistically, linguistically, or structurally, of framing and presenting his work
as a novel in the nineteenth-century definition and conception of a novel? In this
genre-defying oeuvre, a gallimaufry of genres all at once, al-Shidyaq defines what
an authored book is in the proem. In his definition of musannaf, he is aware of
his mixing of genres and queries; he questions how a book can be called a book
(musannaf) if it does not contain multiple types of discourse or genres (inna
al-musannaf la yakin musannafan / illa ju ‘ila al-kalam sunifan).” In this respect,
he is legitimizing and privileging not the linear novel form but the nonlinear, mul-
tidisciplinary works of adab. As Nadia al-Bagdadi rightly asserts, al-Shidyaq’s work
is its own genre or genre-breaking work.'” Al-Shidyaq masks almost the entire
Arabic lexicon in the narrative, sometimes casually and sometimes forcefully in
entry-like insertions in his autobiographical-travel-lexical-maqamat-inspired nar-
rative masquerading as what has been described by some scholars as the first Arabic
novel. But al-Shidyaq was no stranger to the novel form or European literature in
general, attested in his many allusions and direct and indirect invocations of Cer-
vantes, Rabelais, Byron, or Swift, to mention a few. That said, his project was more
about preserving and repossessing what he represents as the richness of the Arabic
language, which in turn would enable everyone to appreciate the classical Arabic
texts he repeatedly invokes in his work and also build on this rich reservoir, rather
than viewing the nahda as either a redux or a break with the past. Al-Shidyaq, a
Socratic gadfly, wanted it to be a continuum with innovative tools in a similar man-
ner to what he did. Al-Shidyaq neither shunned European literature nor did he
embrace it at the expense of Arabic literature; the latter an attitude he likens to “con-
tamination,” “disease,” and “infection” prefiguring postcolonial theory metaphors.
Al-Shidyagq tells us that those in power are inclined to have the language, and by
extension the entire Arabic tradition, remade in the image of the hegemonic cul-
tures.”! The Arabic language and its literary constituents are then, as al-Shidyaq
portrays the picture to us at the time, represented as incompatible with commerce
and administration. It thus becomes not only an impediment but an inimical
threat to progress and the symbols of modernity. Al-Shidyaq is thus questioning
and highlighting to us the assumption that Arabic in the form he presents (not
the simplified form of translated novels of the time) is inadequate to the perceived
signs of “progress” and “modernity.” By adopting this position, he immediately
posits himself as a critic of these views, which were undoubtedly popular. This
explains to us, as Radwa ‘Ashiar maintains, the deliberate obscuring of his work
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and his lack of much-deserved popularity. Those who write like al-Shidyagq, his
literary ancestors, are sometimes seen as the adversaries of literary modernization
or as inept, as the aforementioned Najm and Rushdi maintained. The privileging
of the novel that al-Shidyaq criticizes thus decides the fate of his work and the lit-
erary ancestors he invoked in this tome. Al-Shidyaq’s preface decidedly structures
the horizon of his book by taking this stance. It thus remains quite unclear why
subsequent aforementioned reception insisted on reading it as a “failed, or medio-
cre novel disguised as an autobiography disguised as travelogue” and recently as a
first Arabic novel. In both cases, there is an insistence on denying the horizon of
the book, which the author through his agential interest charted.

As Tarek El-Ariss observes, al-Shidyaq was engaged with the question of the
production of knowledge and aware of the gradual epistemicide that hegemonic
powers were practicing through the intertwinement of the powers of language and
translation and the unidirectional flow of knowledge. Al-Shidyaq criticized Brit-
ish and French Arabists. They were the object of his critique in Leg over Leg for
the weak knowledge of Arabic and blatant errors in their production of knowl-
edge about the region at large and Arabic. Al-Shidyaq also appeared skeptical
about their errors (whether they were really a result of poor Arabic or deliberate).
Polemics and satire are of course deeply rooted in the Arab-Islamic tradition.
Al-Shidyaq therefore was engaged in what El-Ariss called kashf and also fadh or
“affective critique”'® Unlike some of the intellectually docile literati of the nahda
and those who came after them, consuming and then patching, through recy-
cling, knowledge produced by the very Orientalists al-Shidyaq critiqued or their
sycophant disciples, al-Shidyaq was involved in a different project that “knocks
over, makes a scene, destroys, and breaks down the casual fantasy of the produc-
tion of knowledge . . . that [is] tied to flawed epistemological models of Oriental-
ist knowledge”'®® That said, must we ask the uncomfortable question of whether
al-Shidyaqs recent surge in popularity, and the changed discourse of critics, owes
itself to his farsighted critique that portended postcolonial/decolonial and femi-
nist schools, employing techniques such as reversing the gaze, writing back to the
center/empire, and indigenous and alternative modernities, to mention a few?

The short-sighted criticism against al-Shidyaq because of his language that
never broke away with the past, during the nahda and after as I have shown above,
regurgitates the same critique of the magamat at the hands of some nahda literati
who championed the novel form, and its language, against what they perceived
as antiquated genres that host an antiquated form of the Arabic language.'® The
contempt for adab in some literary circles legitimized itself from the perspective
that it does not represent the times. To be suitable for the “time,” the time of colo-
nial modernity, the work of art, according to these conceptions, must be in the
“now”” The present moment is the only imaginable moment or horizon in what
I call chrono-narcissism.'” Chrono-narcissism considers the only valid human
experience as that of this time. Chrono-narcissism is unconcerned therefore with
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the events and people of the past; they are temporal others. In focusing only on the
present, the chrono-narcissistic reader is unable to transcend the present moment
as one that might not be enough for comprehension or appreciation; the pres-
ent thus becomes the only horizon for understanding. The work of art becomes
the legible experience of the author; it is not a work of imagination nor is there
room for lateral readings or what Ibn al-Mugqaffa® mentioned before as “discourse.”
Interpretation is conscripted in the present moment and empirical experience,
thus literal.

There are two competing traditions of readings presented in the narrative of
Leg over Leg: one that creates both a continuum with the classical Arabic tradition
(adab) and develops it, as is evident in this work; and another that breaks with
this tradition of reading in favor of other modes of reading of simplified Ara-
bic and European literature. Al-Shidyaq criticizes the latter but recognizes that
he is among the very few in this resistance who truly see it as a loss rather than as
an entrance to a certain modernity, as opposed to developing his own modernity
that he repeatedly speaks of. Al-Shidyaq’s Leg over Leg then represents what Caren
Kaplan defines as “outlaw genre” in its resistance to what has become culturally
available scripts and forms;'% al-Shidyaq is aware of the loss of language and hence
the supportive genres and forms that come with it. ‘Ashir questions and blames
those whom she calls the “aficionados for modernity’s” (al-mughramin bi-I-
hadatha) disregard for al-Shidyaq’s project with its astounding value of his experi-
mental accomplishment as he tosses all ready-made forms out of the window and
creates a text that defies any categorization (fasnif) in anteriority or posterity.'””
Indeed, ‘Ashir classifies scholarly interest in Leg over Leg as either one that is
interested in reading it as only an autobiography, or only a text that mimics the
European novel but, alas, cannot untie its shackles to premodern adab and it thus
fails miserably on both accounts, or a text that cannot be classified altogether
and thus cannot be categorized in a genre that belongs to modern literature.'*
Recent and ongoing scholarship, however, is paying due and timely attention to
al-Shidyagqs project for what it is.'"

That said, it is instructive to think of these questions of beginnings and end-
ings in concert with conceptions of the past. Was there a new developing concep-
tion of the past, at least where the literary past is concerned, that effected this
temporal fork in conceptualizing al-Shidyaq’s work? It is very useful to remind
ourselves that the conception of turath as literary heritage as such did not exist
prior to the late nineteenth century. Prior meaning of the word existed in the
capacity of a financial or monetary inheritance from one’s family.""® The concept
is “a product of twentieth-century modernity”*!! Thus, speaking of the maqamat
in al-Shidyaq’s case as a posture and a “form” belonging to the past, despite his
innovative techniques, tells us more than the attempt to break with the literary
past, but that the mental landscape itself viewed the past as “entirely other” in
its temporal and methodological difference. Al-Shidyaq’s philological games, such
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as in the quadrupled thirteenth chapter of magamat, highlight the hermeneuti-
cal interests of understanding and interpretation but also misunderstanding. Like
his premodern textual ancestors and participants in the adab sphere, the process
of understanding itself often relied on history and a tradition of reading. Under-
standing, Gadamer argues, is always an “effect” of history. On the other hand,
hermeneutical consciousness is that mode of being that is cognizant of its own
historical “being effected”—it is “historically effected consciousness” (wirkungsge-
schichtliches BewufStsein).



Coda

The Sustainability of Adab

In 1935, Taha Hussein authored Adib (Litterateur), a novella. He claims it was
based on real-life characters (including a friend of Husseins) and the letters they
exchanged, portraying a friendship between two men—one an Azharite young stu-
dent and the other a non-Azharite—who are having conversations about literature.
Hussein depicts the intellectual inferiority of the Azharite student through the
constant mocking of this elder friend about the Arabic conceptions of the literary.
The friend mocks the student for paying attention in class and hanging on to every
word of the professors” lectures. He does not think that knowledge and educa-
tion could be realized in Egypt or Egyptian universities; they reside elsewhere: in
Europe. The friend then questions the young Azharite about his conception of the
“literary;” mockingly asking what does he know of the literary, “simile, metaphor,
figurative language, and metonymy (al-tashbih wa-l-isti‘ara wa-l-majaz wa-I-
kinaya) that they teach you in al-Azhar?”™!
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And he told me, “Did you understand anything from the nostalgia of the ancients as
it was when you read what you read of the poetry of Imru’ al-Qays, and others, which
perfected the act of remembrance and depicting loyalty? It is but words that fall on
your ears as other words do; you only understand the surface meaning. And if you fail
to understand, you consult one of the books of language and philology, which would
[again] only tell you the surface meaning. These words hardly cross from your ears to
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your mind, let alone cross to your heart and conscience, stirring an emotion, a feeling,
or an inclination, inviting you to appreciate life as it should be appreciated. Believe
me, you do not study poetry, nor do you study adab [literature]; you only study words,
meanings, and images that have nothing to do with poetry or adab.”?

The young Azharite student is depicted as in agreement with and already highly
influenced by the views of the new adib, the litterateur as fashioned by Hussein.
Hussein tells us that this is a real story based on real people. It may certainly be
the case; the student who travels to Europe to study and instead fails in his studies
and enjoys the anonymity of being a stranger in a strange city, abandoning himself
in what is described in the novel as the life of debauchery (mujiin) and exploring
and stretching the definitions of pleasure, is hardly original.* The veracity of the
biographical elements in the novel, or lack thereof, does not undermine the rede-
fining and reshaping of the conception of adab, especially as the character of the
Azharite student, who could be understood as younger Hussein himself, seems to
be in accord with his friend. Accusations that adab or the understanding of litera-
ture as adab by the ancients seem flawed abound in the novel.* The friend tells us
that recalling his village and the old ways is unpleasant for him. Remembering the
kuttab, the palm trees, the water canals, the railroad, all these material forms of
life related to his life before going to the city and learning the new definition
of literature is bothersome because it “somehow extracts him from what this enjoy-
able life has to offer” (yukhrijuni min hadhihi al-hayat al-ladhidha).” The friend
acknowledges that the above became falal (ancient or bygone ruins)® and that he
questions the value (gqima) of the kuttab and the palm trees since, as he says, no old
book ever mentioned this particular kuttab or these palm trees and no poet ever
wrote poetry for them.” A mixture of chrono-narcissism and affected sentimental-
ism are what Hussein is teaching us to be the foundation of “literary reading” here
but also in the confines of one’s subjectivity and the denying of not just temporal
others but also a sense of exteriority.

Although in the novel it is the Azharite student who is accused of being a “failed
reader” because he studies premodern literature and adab and does not know what
the ruins really feel like, the friend himself becomes a failed reader. He acknowl-
edges the site of palm trees and other material vestiges of the village as sites of
ruin but fails to appreciate or connect the remembrance of the sites to the vil-
lages where he had memories as part of the famous trope of bygone ruins (arlal).
He cannot connect with the ancient books, as they are now wholly other; if the
book offers an experience that is not about his kuttab or his palm trees, he cannot
relate. He observes that one may relate poetry on ruins as much as they want but
it is the experience of ruins that truly makes it relatable for people like him and
his friend, the Azharite, as he addresses him in the letter.® The friend here con-
tradicts himself; on the one hand, insisting on personally experiencing the ruins,
but also maintaining that they are unrelatable negates not only what Ibn Sina
(Avicenna) taught us about the poetics of virtual experience of the literary but
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obstructs “textual empathy” What Hussein is ventriloquizing through the char-
acter of the friend is the denial of the disclosive power of the poem and its world.
His mockery of the friend in fact is a mockery of the truth, experience, and real-
ity of the very poemy; it is a denial of the world that gave the poem its truth and
voice. The friend therefore ridicules the poem phenomenologically, to privilege
his own subjective voice or truth over the truth of the poem. In this respect, the
friend not only denies any act of hospitality toward the world of the poem, he
cannot imagine it and he cannot imagine another being, world, or time other than
himself. What the friend achieves is a break in the flow of meaning. According
to the friend’s method, it would be no longer possible to ascertain a meaning or
enjoy an empathic continuity of meaning of the ruins with the poem. The friend
does not want to “share” a meaning with the poem, nor does he want to com-
pare his feelings to those of ancient poets—his attempt at erasing the meaning of
the poem erases its memory accordingly. A continuity of meaning, of relevance,
would involve remembering, but the friend erases the memory of the poem’s ruins.
It is befitting to ask about the way literature imagines the human, whether the
imagined human of the text or the imagined human as reader. In other words,
the friend’s disconnectedness from the poem’s truth disconnects the reader emo-
tionally and intellectually as it encourages disconnection from other humans and
truths in favor of himself. Is it possible to say that remembering teaches us to be
human? Connecting to other times and people instead of being prisoners of time
and subjectivity?

In his novel One Hundred Years of Solitude, Gabriel Garcia Marquez depicts
the loss of memory through the insomnia plague that strikes the fictitious town of
Macondo. The first and most devastating aspect of this memory loss was the loss
of “the name and notion of things” Aureliano Buendia was the first to notice this
troubling symptom:

One day he was looking for the small anvil that he used for laminating metals and

he could not remember its name. His father told him: “Stake” Aureliano wrote the

name on a piece of paper that he pasted to the small anvil: stake. In that way he was

sure of not forgetting it in the future. It did not occur to him that this was the first
manifestation of a loss of memory, because the object had a difficult name to remem-
ber. But a few days later he discovered that he had trouble remembering almost every
object in the laboratory. Then he marked them with their respective names so that

all he had to do was read the inscription in order to identify them. When his father

told him about his alarm at having forgotten even the most impressive happenings

of his childhood, Aureliano explained his method to him and José Arcadio Buendia

put it into practice all through the house and later on imposed it on the whole village.

With an inked brush he marked everything with its name: table, chair, clock, door,

wall, bed, pan. He went to the corral and marked the animals and plants: cow, goat,

pig, hen, cassava, caladium, banana. Little by little, studying the infinite possibilities

of a loss of memory, he realized that the day might come when things would be

recognized by their inscriptions but that no one would remember their use.’



154 CODA

The semantic dementia experienced by the inhabitants of Macondo is character-
ized in the field of neurology by a breakdown of conceptual knowledge (semantic
memory) in the context of relatively preserved day-to-day (episodic) memory.’* In
the field of literary studies, the metaphor serves to highlight the semantic demen-
tia experienced by the replacement of one semantic memory over another, one
epistemic reservoir over the other. Al-Shidyaq’s Leg over Leg did exactly what the
father did in the quote above. He put a label, and more, on everything cognizant
such that, like the father, the day would come when no one would remember their
use, like Masher, son of Pulverizer.

Hussein diminishes and undermines a salient, if not the most significant,
feature of adab, as Hans-Georg Gadamer would say, the hermeneutic encounter
with that which is wholly other (text, person, temporal distance, or horizon): the
privileging of the apodictic and apophantic aspects of language, while simultane-
ously undermining its aesthetic, figurative, or conjectural character (the meaning
of ruins or its multiple meanings for multiple people). Hussein, unsurprisingly,
wishes to treat literature as if it were a declarative, apophantic language. The
legitimization of literature to him can only occur through a language bordering
on the scientific in its professed truth or knowledge (i.e., it is true because the
experiences happened to his friend, or because that is how he felt, or it is true
because a will to treat it as declarative and hence believed, mistakenly, to be as a
source of possible “positivist knowledge”), bordering on John Locke’s reduction of
metaphors and ideas to archetypes. And therefore, to Hussein, for instance, Aba
Nuwas’s poetry is reduced to archetypal Abbasid mujiin; not bearing in mind that
the Abbasids were many things and there were poets other than Abi Nuwas. Hus-
sein claims that Abbasid poets, namely, Aba Nuwas, is indicative of the age; an age
of “skepticism and mujiin” because Muslims possessed, according to Hussein, two
things at the time that would constitute a threat to the life of naivete and certitude
(hayat al-sadhaja wa-I-qana ‘a): one is reason ( ‘aql) and the other is civilization
(al-hadara).”* Tt is remarkable that Hussein paints the ethics of an entire age or
period with the same brush he is criticizing: naivete and certitude.

Hussein published his hadith al-arba ‘a’ article in the journal al-Siydsa, which
was later collated into a book. This was the periodical site for his literary battles, as
they are called. One critic of his methodology is Rafiq al-°Azm, who faulted him
for judging an entire period, the second/eighth century, as an age of mujin and
skepticism. Hussein’s reply to this criticism did not address the methodological
critique but instead tried to fault al-'Azm’s argument by creating a straw man. He
maintained that one should employ skepticism and rationality when engaging in
criticism (is this not what al-'Azm did?) and then, insisting on his claims, Hussein
indirectly depicted al-*Azm’s argument as one that wishes to show Arab-Islamic
history with a certain aura of majesty and sacredness (al-jalal wa-I-taqdis).?
Al-"Azm is not the only critic of this ideological empiricism advanced by Hussein,
an intellectual heir of Lockes literal and fanatic readers. Egyptian poet al-Mazini
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faults Hussein for the same methodology. In his book Qabd al-rih (A Handful
of Wind), he maintains that Hussein did not cease cherry-picking a certain cor-
pus of Abbasid poets to paint an image that he claims is one of the age, while
categorically denying the existence of other poets and scholars who also belonged
to this period. Al-Mazini intimates that no age, historically speaking, has one side,
as Hussein would have us believe, and that no age in history, ancient or modern,
was devoid of mujiin or skepticism.” In one of probably the wittiest articles by
al-Mazini, the latter gives Hussein a taste of his own medicine by writing in jest
under the comic section (fukahat), hypothetically arguing what if a researcher
were to investigate the veracity of the existence of someone named Taha Hus-
sein who lived during our time, using Hussein’s own so-called method of skep-
ticism. Al-Mazini is propelled by the latter’s denial of the existence of the poet
Majnan Layla. Invoking Hussein’s changing and changed intellectual positions,
persona and sartorial way and appearance throughout his life, and the different
vocations and offices between university professorship and journalism, al-Mazini
concludes that Hussein would invite not only diverse but contradictory anecdotes
that would fail to confirm the veracity of his own existence.**

Hussein’s methodology did not seek meaning as such, but it rejected all mean-
ing. It is unable to go beyond its own skepticism. In this respect, it ends with and
promotes nihilism. Hussein would have us believe that not only has he overcome
what Gadamer calls our “thrownness,” which is one’s own tradition, historicity,
vantage point, literally what one finds oneself in, but that he rejects it; indeed,
“believing that we are above tradition results in a distorted image of ourselves®
The nihilistic method Hussein promotes cannot be but a result of distortion or
disillusion. The scientific, almost industrial, technique can be visible too in the
diction of the protagonist even as he abandons himself to mujiin, a purely sen-
sory set of experiences approached mechanistically. “But now to wantonness,
to insane wantonness which knows neither moderation, nor respite, nor reflec-
tion. To pleasure, till mind and body are weakened together, till I am forcefully
obliged to rest . . . then to work”® As King Lear says in the eponymous tragedy
by Shakespeare, “Is man no more than this?”"” Although Hussein would like to
have us convinced that the novel belongs to a friend, it is littered with Hussein’s
Cartesian diction and images. Skepticism was not the only idea Hussein was happy
advancing, but one takes note in the aforementioned quote on mujiin in the novel
of the clangs of mechanistic materialism. Materialism, which gained momentum
in the seventeenth century, posits that everything is composed of matter or physi-
cal substance, which occupies space either partially or entirely. In this view, all
elements of the world “interact by one body pushing another body, making the
whole world a clockwork mechanism in which all explanation is based on action
by contact and push.”*® Descartes proposed a model of the mind that also regarded
the mind to function like a machine, responsible for operating the body-machine,
through the pineal gland in the brain." While Hussein celebrates this mechanistic
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materialism as “excellent literature,® not in the way adab critiques and debates
ideas such as “mechanistic materialism,” its shortcomings and/or usefulness, but
as seeing, according to Hussein, that this expression of what he regards as “emo-
tions and desire” (when no emotions or desires were present, rather mechanistic
mujin) is true excellent literature. Another “excellent literature” of mechanical
materialism is Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment. The novel engaged in
a scathing critique of budding materialist and communist ideas and the mechanis-
tic view of the human. Of interest to our discussion is the diction of mechanical
motion where Raskolnikov kills Alyona the pawnbroker to test his theory of the
extraordinary man. The separation between Raskolnikov’s mind and body and
the mechanical execution of murder without thought attest to Crime and Punish-
ment’s famous critique of materialist thought: “He could not waste even one more
moment. He took the axe all the way out, swung it with both hands, scarcely aware
of himself, and almost without effort, almost mechanically, brought the butt-end
down on her head. His own strength seemed to have no part in it. But the moment
he brought the axe down, strength was born in him”*! Raskolnikov’s failure to
truly believe in and follow through with mechanistic materialism as well as theo-
ries of the extraordinary man, as the novel progresses, is Dostoevsky’s critique of
their proffered conceptions of the “human.”

Even if we are meant to understand the mujiin and descent into insanity as part
and parcel of miasmic cultural residue from the fin de siécle, pre-World War I
culture, the language of machines and modernity is visible. The protagonist would
like to treat this wantonness nonstop, like a machine, and only cease if this machine
stopped working. It appears then that the discourse on “sentiments and emotions”
that he pontificated about does not feature in this equation. The argument advanced
by Hussein here, ventriloquized through the friend, established what I call chrono-
narcissism, the obliviousness of temporal otherness manifest in temporal distance.
In this way, historical unconsciousness denies other people’s similar experiences in
the past as authentic and relatable but demands confirmation of personal experi-
ences (seduced by the force of the immediate and the present) as the only relevant
and experienceable ones. Hussein’s views are similar to Descartes’s discussion of the
passions in Meditations on First Philosophy (1641), which “concentrates on our dis-
position to experience sense qualia, which normally mark qualities and differences
between qualities of external things in relation to us”*

As the novel's new definition of adab suggests, Imru’ al-Qays and the poets
after him, whose poetry spoke of memory, loss, and grief over the ruins, are irrel-
evant and inexperienceable to the subjective and nihilist reader. The nihilist is
negatively destructive. They, as a reader, belong to a teleological time or progress
that imagines itself infinitely better than that of Imru’ al-Qays, for instance. There-
fore any emotion that was experienced and expressed in the past cannot possibly
encompass the conception of a world that does not match the failed reader’s, in the
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latter’s understanding. This is all covered under the guise of the impossibility of
accessing that emotion as they did in the past. There is no reliance of a past mean-
ing and subsequently no memory or conception of cumulative knowledge and the
“continuity of self-understanding” The “continuity of self-understanding in
the phenomenon of art imposes an ineluctable task on existence, namely to achieve
that continuity of self-understanding which alone can support human existence,
despite the demands of the absorbing presence of the momentary aesthetic
impression.”* In the failed reader’s mind, living in perpetual chrono-narcissism,
they grieve more and their grief is more sincere, they love harder and better; their
literal and metaphorical “ruins” are darker, more beautifully damaged and broken
than that of poets of ancient times. As a historical narcissist, this reader refuses
to believe that the past, dialectically opposed to progress in their understanding,
could offer anything and thus in a way, a figure, text, or horizon from the past,
which is regarded as temporally inferior, may hold an intellectual, emotional, or
moral advantage over them. It is quite the opposite; the past is there to aggrandize
the (false) understanding of this reader of their present reading as superior by
devaluing and discarding this very past. In the novel, by asking what ancient book
spoke about these two particular palm trees, the ancient book ceased speaking
to the protagonists/reader through other people’s experiences; it needs to address
only the reader’s own experiences. Or in the friend’s understanding of “literature,’
one needs to have and write about one€’s real empirical experience; this is literature
to the friend, and Hussein. It is difficult to speak of a horizon for the nihilist reader,
or a vantage point in their hermeneutic encounters with texts or people; it is as
if they do not possess a horizon: “Any practice that does not recognize how it is
enabled by the conceptual perimeters of its historical and cultural inheritance or,
indeed, which tries to break with that inheritance, is nihilistic”’* There are several
types of losses that come with this reading: (a) the loss of the speculative aspect
of language; (b) the loss of adab as hospitality and textual and human empathy;
(c) the loss of discourse and appropriate method and critique with these texts;
and eventually (d) the loss of the imagination. The language of the poem, and by
extension all language, henceforth, need only point to the immediate, present, and
personal. Not only does this delimit the imagination but it delimits the disclosive
power of language. Language, then, in this case points to the world of the reader
only; it need not point to anyone or anywhere else, nor is it necessary. It thus stands
to reason that this reader, when faced with the unfamiliar, that should not be
in their immediate and present, would ultimately reject it, perhaps even violently.
Trained in accepting only what is representational empirically, the reader cannot
imagine that there are propositional languages and hence worlds and others
beyond them. In the novel Adib, the friend advances this argument in his letters as
he writes to the young student about his experiences in Europe when he crosses the
sea and befriends a young French woman; it is only then, he claims, that he
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metamorphoses from being a donkey, in his words, to becoming a human. “T was
a donkey before crossing the sea; and so this young woman (re)turned me into a
human being” (anni kuntu himaran qabla an a ‘bur al-bahr fa-radatni hadhihi
al-fatah insanan).”® As Hussein is redefining literature, adab, and reading in the
novel, he is by extension also redefining the human. The relationship between
the young Azharite and the older man does not seem palatable as a friendship,
with all the toxic patronizing of the elder friend. In light of our discussion, it is
perhaps best viewed as an “aspirational relationship,” by which I mean a relation-
ship where one entity aspires to be more like the other party. And as we see in
the novel, this does not become incumbent on the young Azharite solely, but also
through the constant pushing of the elder friend. This is what Egypt, Arabic lit-
erature, aspires to be, should be, in the future. In his book Mustagbal al-thaqafa
fi misr, Hussein indeed advocates to espouse the values of Western culture and
civilization, with all its positive and negative aspects. The most generous reading
would view this as an optimistic faith in Western modernity and its ideal of prog-
ress; a less generous reading would view this as a (de)formed product of Western
education. It is unclear what Hussein is proposing if an accepted definition of Arab
modernity would be an attempt to combine two pasts: Arab and Western.”” But
Hussein did not consider the former in his conception of progress to begin with;
he considered an ancient Egyptian civilization that belonged to Western civiliza-
tion via the Mediterranean basin—these are the underpinnings of his ideas.

With a new definition of literature comes a new definition of the human and
the ways of being human as the doyen of Arabic literature whose influence on
literature and the literary extended beyond the national to the regional. Inviting
the young student to come to Paris in his novella to experience life and the liter-
ary scene, the friend urges him such that he “sees, hears, feels, things that have no
relationship between them and what you read in the poetry of Zuhayr”* Hussein’s
novel progresses and we understand that the friend succumbs to madness and
cannot abandon the debauched life of all types of excesses, which is insinuated
as a cause of this madness. The novel ends with the young Azharite receiving a
suitcase full of the friend’s belongings, including his literary writings, delivered by
his ex-girlfriend. Hussein tells us that this suitcase has remained with him between
thirteen and nineteen years (bid ‘at ‘ashr ‘aman). He maintains that it “contains
excellent literature, truly melancholic, overt, with no match in our language in any
of our modern literati” (adab ra’i* hazin sarih, la ‘ahd li-lughatina bi-mithlihi fi
ma yaktub udaba uha al-muhdathiin).?® Hussein tells us that he almost published
this novel in a preface of sorts for his friend’s writing and ends with a question
of whether the circumstances surrounding the literary life in Egypt would allow
the publishing of this text. The question is, as is the entire novel, an attempt at
redefining and confirming the conception and idea of literature and reading; the
focus on the authenticity of experience (to see, hear, feel, touch) as the ultimate
measure of literary and human excellence. Hussein never once mentions “think”
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or “understand” as one of the essential ways of being human or literary. The friend
loses his mind, literally (he experiences paranoia and delusions) and metaphori-
cally (he abandons reason from the start): the intellect, an essential part of adab
and its pleasures, and of the ways of being human, is dropped out of this new
equation of adab and being a literatus and a human being. The new adib loses his
mind to surrender to his definition of life, as he understands it, to take over him
and that is the only way of being human and a litterateur. The emotional hijack-
ing of the intellect encouraged by Hussein as part of the new definition of litera-
ture and reading promoted the atrophying of both reason and meaning. Hussein
encourages and privileges the Nietzschean Dionysian (destructive and primal
forces of life), but unlike Nietzsche, Hussein abandons the Apollonian (restraint,
reason, light, etc.) completely, which Nietzsche views as a necessary balance; both
forces are required and essential.*® Hussein’s promotion of the dark, chthonic, and
chaotic aspects of the Dionysian and presenting them as progress and literature
not only usurped what the Arabic tradition and turath defined as adab but simul-
taneously emptied adab of its meaning and declared it foolish and unhuman in his
presentation of the Dionysian as Apollonian, the Dionysian as the “literary” and
the Apollonian as cold and nonliterary—an extremist, fanatical misreading
and appropriation of Nietzsche’s ideas that obliterated the Apollonian as a cure to
possible Dionysian crises. The result is perpetual crisis as we see in Adib.

The focus and stress on emotions as the most salient criteria of making,
producing, and appreciating, and receiving a literary text not only insinuated
that its premodern literary ancestors are linguistic and philological automata
but that they were made into intellectual and emotional others. They are depicted
as linguistic robots who felt nothing and that premodern authors and their readers
are necessarily separate, by virtue of their distant temporality, in their emotional
makeup; that is, they did not know the meaning of emotional joy, pain, love, and
so on, but only their philological ranges. As some of these prejudices are beginning
to be shed now in contemporary scholarship, the premodern texts expressed emo-
tions but also gradations of emotions and nuances of mental and emotional states
that would probably startle the most adept of modern readers who are oscillating
intellectually and emotionally in a much narrower range linguistically and, by
extension, intellectually and emotionally, as al-Shidyaq tells us. Hussein, a sancti-
fied figure in Arabic literary studies, but also a product of colonial modernity,
consecrated ways of talking about Arabic literature for generations that still plague
the ways texts are received. For instance, he talks about Abbasids, in their entirety,
especially Aba Nuwas, in terms of decadence with relevance to wine poetry
(khamriyyat), an established genre in Arabic poetry. Hussein here did a number of
things: he read Abbasid creative and explorative literary activities as only “expres-
sions of emotional and mental states,” expressions of opulence and mujin (though
we have no means of verifying that all mujin poetry, conclusively, expresses real-
life events of the author, period, and the entire institution called Abbasid adab).
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Simultaneously, after creating this reality, he turned his audience into voyeurs and
stalkers rather than critics and readers of literature. He invited them to look into
literary expressions as expressions of private life, and, in this respect, he turned
them from literary critics to moral judges. As part of the ontological reality of the
institutions of understandings, he enabled them to turn into naive readers who
cannot see beyond the apodictic function of language that expresses the only pos-
sible world of said texts. The voyeur, who peers into what is perceived as private
life, ends up, compulsorily, morally judging the work qua private life (an irratio-
nal enterprise to begin with) but rarely aesthetically. The naive reader, infantilized
through their cultivated reactions, abandons extended or poetic meanings and
instead will opt, like growing children who are still developing from the literalness
stage of concrete thinking and experiencing the world to the more advanced
types of thinking (analytical, creative, critical, divergent, or abstract), to oscillate
between the limited receptions of “morally acceptable” or “morally reprehensible”
(accept/refuse); these become the only conceptual coordinates of how the world
could be perceived. It is opportune to mention here that this is a departure from
adab to literature in the literary sense but also a departure from adab as civility
through a failure of understanding and reading and social poiésis. Compare the
premodern critic and reader in similar situations where al-Tawhidi met poet Ibn
al-Hajjaj known for his sukhf genre and obscene poetry. In fact, he was revered and
praised both by the people in the marketplace where he worked as muhtasib
and also by the literati and ‘ulama’ of his age.’' In al-Imta‘ wa-I-mu anasa, lit-
terateur al-Tawhidi recalls his first encounter with Ibn al-Hajjaj, telling him: “By
God I am amazed by you. ... You are indeed one of the miracles of God’s creatures
and the marvels of his worshippers. By God none will believe that you are the very
same man who composed your diwan and that it is yours with all this contradic-
tion which exists between your poetry and the seriousness of your person.”*? In
other words, al-Tawhidrs exclamatory relating of the meeting between him and Ibn
al-Hajjaj, like his contemporaries and future readers, acknowledges the existence
of a poetic persona of Ibn al-Hajjaj and never conflates the two. Al-Tawhidi is
surprised but acknowledges the poetic persona. The well-tempered reader, like
al-Tawhidi here, acknowledges that he is reading adab, a creative expression.
The reader is not invited to be a voyeur into the private life of Ibn al-Hajjaj or to
judge him.

The type of reader cultivated in this institution and its grammar of reading
advanced by Hussein need not be critical or have resolve; these are tools that have
been dulled by the blunt instrument of the forsaking of adab to literature through
the teachings of the likes of Hussein, his disciples, and colonial modernity. Unfor-
tunately, this reader is stuck in concrete thinking. The consequences are a three-
fold irrationality of enabling and allowing the possibility of judgment of (fictional)
private lives of people through practicing this type of reading, empowering lit-
eralness, and abating literariness. It is an enablement of both chrono-narcissism
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and certainty-narcissism. The latter is indeed a certainty born out of narcissism
that defies what al-Ghazali taught and practiced as “learned ignorance,” to practice
skepticism or the docta ignorantia developed later by Nicholas of Cusa in the fif-
teenth century; a belief that certainty through scholastic ratio is unattainable,
especially that which is related to the quiddity of the divine. It is apt to ask, What
happens when we assign an emotion or a moral judgment/character to a particular
historical period? What ethical and political implications do views like this have?
The least of problems and most relevant within academe that enables this line of
methodology and thinking is research that would be interested in ways of confirm-
ing the learned certainty instead of being interested in the techné or grammar of
research. To clarify, the difference between these two attitudes would be the differ-
ence between al-Shidyaq’s canonical reading of adab as he incorporated them not
only as “texts” but as techne, and praxis; he kept them alive while creating a new
text. Hussein's Adib, on the other hand, archived the past. He actively engaged in
what Aleida Assmann calls “passive forgetting””** He devalued the work and there-
fore neglected, abandoned, and left it behind, thus condemning it to forgetfulness.
Tarek El-Ariss is correct in declaring al-Shidyaq as the continuity bridge between
premodern adab and modernity. This argument by El-Ariss comes in concert with
al-Musawi’s insight that the nahda and by extension modernists broke with pre-
modern adab. Al-Shidyaq may be an anomaly, one of a few, and as the preface
tells us, he does not expect popularity; al-Shidyaq is only experiencing popularity
now, for he was not appreciated during his time. What happened, therefore, is
the delegitimization of adab through several proxies. Not only that, but there is a
shrinkage of the habitus of language and the available usages, meanings that were
handed down from adab and its language through the simplification of language
in the name of progress, as al-Shidyaq repeatedly told us in Leg over Leg. Ara-
bic literature and language of several componential meanings for adab created a
crisis of “literalism” and “presentism”” There is a mixture of two paradoxes in this
new understanding of literature that carried forward, as expressed by the critics of
al-Shidyaq and beyond, even by Hussein, the doyen of Arabic literature. The para-
dox is of combining both conceptions of Romanticism and empiricism. The for-
mer rose against the intellectual tyranny of empiricism in Europe and its refusal
of metaphor and insistence on describing things as they are or reduced to an idea,
an archetype. The view that the work of art, as an expression of the innermost
feelings of the individual, and their depiction of their surroundings, takes on the
sentimental posture of the Romantics with the empirical realism of Enlighten-
ment. What is proposed is not only catastrophic watering of language but the com-
mitting of literary language to reality, and thus to presentism and literalism. The
elimination of a crisis of understanding is easier through literalism and simplifica-
tion. The prerogative that the novelists’ narrators and protagonists are expressing
their “innermost” emotions and therefore the fiction before us as “real” would not
be only easier for the failed reader but it is supported by the empirical posture and
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borrowed theories. This is not only a dumbing down of the reader but a relegation
of literature at large and adab to only a “dear diary” function.

IN SEARCH OF TRADITIONS FORGOTTEN:
ADAB, THE LOST TRADITION

“A tradition,” Talal Asad explains, “consists essentially of discourses that seek to
instruct practitioners regarding the correct form and purpose of a given practice
that, precisely because it is established, has a history. These discourses relate con-
ceptually to a past (when the practice was instituted, and from which the knowl-
edge of its point and proper performance has been transmitted) and a future (how
the point of that practice can best be secured in the short or long term, or why it
should be modified or abandoned), through a present (how it is linked to other
practices, institutions, and social conditions)”**

This attitude to tradition (what we may call premodern literary works
or turath) is reflected in two different approaches to literary criticism: “One
adopts the strategy of the canon, investing the text with existential meaning and
framing it with an aura; the other adopts the strategy of the archive, aiming at
destroying the aura”® The attitude of some of these modernist approaches there-
fore relegated these works to an archive, with a dusty aura buried deep in a past
that required the necessity of many a footnote for subsequent readers who are
separated temporally by centuries and aesthetically by a forced detachment from
the literary style and cultural taste. Might we ask, for example, why is the work of
al-Hamadhani a working cultural memory, a discursive tradition, for al-Hariri as
obvious from the latter’s words and as should be in our study of adab but not a
working cultural memory in some modern literary treatments? The social value
of the work of art, Walter Benjamin maintains, changes as societies change their
value systems, which accounts for the changes in artistic style and in the cultural
taste of the public.’® There was no rupture in the history of Islam other than that
of colonial modernity. In the epilogue to his magnum opus The Venture of Islam,
Marshall Hodgson notes that modern Western societies managed to maintain a
more coherent continuity than Muslim societies.

There has been a direct continuity from the oxcart to the horse-drawn wagon to the
rapid stagecoach to the railroad to the automobile to the airplane; each shift was
relatively moderate, and the tradition was never broken. Similarly, from the Scho-
lastics to Descartes to Hume to Kant to Hegel to Husserl to the Existentialists, the
philosophical dialogue has been continuous. By and large, the old books continue
to be read, and some of the same terms continue to be used, even if in transformed
contexts. It has seemed feasible to integrate modern technicalistic elements with the
various elements of older heritage. At the very least, the specialists are working, each
in their own specialty, within the full flow of their own special traditions, and the
dialogue among themselves is direct and continuous. In other lands, the specialists
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are too often attempting to keep up with a tradition which they do not fully share,

in which they are excluded by a relative backwardness from up-to-date and creative

participation in the ongoing dialogue.”

Cultural memory, Assmann says, creates a framework for communication
across the abyss of time.”® The function of the “canon” and “foundation texts”
therein is the preservation of “active working memory of a society that defines
and supports the cultural identity of a group.”* The canonical treatment therefore
helps to keep the texts alive and to protect them from acts of “passive forgetting”
The passive form of cultural forgetting is related to unintentional acts such as los-
ing, hiding, dispersing, neglecting, abandoning, or leaving something behind. In
these cases the objects or ancillary literary texts necessary for contextualizing and
appreciating the work in question are not materially destroyed; they fall out of the
frames of attention, valuation, and use.* Indeed, no premodern lexicon mentions
the word turath in the capacity it is used today, in literary and cultural milieus,
to refer to heritage, or literary heritage in this specific context. Even Butrus
al-BustanTs 1870 lexicon defines this word in concert with premodern lexicons
as a financial inheritance. It is a modern invention that contributed to the passive
forgetting of a discursive tradition, of adab. One of the most pressing questions I
faced writing this book is finding an explanation to the adopting of turdth to mean
“literary heritage” or “heritage” at large in the modern period. Perhaps locating
the exact moment when and how this adoption took place might not advance this
discussion. Rather, asking what epistemic ramifications did this adoption accrue
might be more beneficial. The premodern use of the word athar meant something
close to a discursive discourse, a trace, a tradition to follow where one looks to be
acquainted with and build on. In the context of scholarship and books:*
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Iasked Ahmad b. Hanbal, saying, “Which books do you recommend I read to under-
stand the tradition (study them where they unfold traces [scholarly discourse ves-
tiges] (athar)): The reasoned opinions of Malik, al-Thawri, or al-Awza‘i?” [. . .] “You
should follow al-Shafi‘i, for he is the most accurate or the one who closely adheres to
and is knowledgeable of the tradition”

Ibn Hanbal (d. 241 AH/855 CE) and his interlocutor are using a term that is
already in currency to mean a tradition of books, a canon, or foundational texts
necessary for the production of knowledge. Similarly, Ibn Jarir al-TabarTs (d. 310
AH/923 CE) book Tahdhib al-athar refers to a collection of accurate sayings attrib-
uted to the companions of the Prophet. While it is not inaccurate to surmise that
the term was more popular in hadith studies and related fields, it was also used
outside it. Scholar al-Biranis (d. after 442 AH/1050 CE) book al-Athar al-bagiya
‘an al-qurin al-khaliya (Remaining Traces of Bygone Times) uses the term in his
title to encapsulate the subject matter of his book: the history of nations, and mostly
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how people across different nations and civilizations measured and indicated time
and had different conceptions of time. In his exordium, al-Birani says that it is not
possible to access this information of the past except through books that were left to
us to study, and therefore this act itself is taglid. However, it is through reasoning,
al-Birani maintains, that one must approach this information after overcoming
what he calls the common diseases of the self that are found in most people that
would impair scholarship or truth-seeking (al-haqq): fanaticism/intolerance, biased
allegiance, following the vagaries of one’s opinions, one-upmanship, and the like
(al-ta ‘assub, al-tazafur, ittiba ‘ al-hawa, al-taghallub bi-I-ri asa, wa-ashbah dhalik).*
Of immense interest is al-BirainT's use of turdath as well in the exordium to refer to
an honor for posterity (turathan fi al-a ‘qab) in relevance to what he describes as his
pride in the achievement of this hard work in service of and under patronage of the
addressed prince in the exordium.® It may appear that athar/athar was also avail-
able to al-Birani in this context; however, it can be safely argued that athar in the
aforementioned context of scholarship and books is a kind of interactive knowledge,
itis dynamic. In the aforementioned cases of books, anecdotes, and scholarship, it is
a continuum where there is a positive/negative interaction; there is critique, reason-
ing, building on it, and continuation. It is alive. Al-BirtinT’s use of turdth to refer to a
sense of honor and glory in this work after his passing points back to him. It is also
used in a nonobliging meaning to the reader; the focus is the recipient of this glory.
Our knowledge of the Iliad’s warrior-heroes like Achilles’s, Partocluss, or Hector’s
immortal fame and glory (kleos, k\é0¢), in the Trojan War, falls on them, not us; it is
their legacy, an inheritance. Turdath, observed or not, is actualized through the death
of the entity leaving a legacy, as al-BiranTs use indicated. Athar, however, is indica-
tive of traces to be followed through; it is a dynamic path left—entities that choose to
walk on this path are doing so willingly. Athar therefore presupposes an interactive
continuity. Premodern scholars also referred to this sense of interaction and oblig-
ing relation through the term “foundational or source/major books” (ummahat al-
kutub, lit. the mothers of all books). Ibn Khaldan uses the expression to refer to the
most important musnad books as the foundational books in hadith (wa-hadhihi
hiya al-masanid al-mashhiira fi al-milla wa-hiya ummahat kutub al-hadith fi
al-sunna).* This is also reminiscent of the conception of tawlid (filiation) or filiative
relations between works where the newer work relies on the parent/source work
for generating new meaning or new knowledge.*

There are two conclusions that may be inferred from this: premodern scholar-
ship did not see past works as temporally severed from the lived present moment;
it lived in a continuum of cumulative knowledge where the past helped frame the
knowledge produced in the present with the belief that it will possibly continue
into the future. Despite a cognizance of these temporalities of past, present, future,
the memory of the past was lived in what St. Augustine (354-430 CE) described
as the experience of time as distentio animi (distention of the mind), where the
mind experiences time as a threefold flow, as a stream, where there is a memory
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of the past, present discernability, but also anticipation of the future—all can be
experienced at once not independently.* The genre of ‘ibar (moral lessons) in
adab is a good example of this; it is an attestation to this conception of time as
well. The moral lesson points to a demand on the reader’s part where the past,
present, and an expected future are experienced all at once; the moral lesson is
not irrelevant nor is there a severance with its distant context and characters. The
second conclusion is that Arab-Islamic premodern conception of the past as such
was different than the modern conception of the past that viewed turath as an apt
descriptor of its athar, and by extension this points to a changed conception of the
present and ultimately the future.

Did a modern conception of history change the way individuals think about
the past, hence the present and future? The very idea of progress that appeared
in the seventeenth century in Europe ruled over intellectual thought in pos-
terity and by extension was exported outside Europe to the Global South. It is
argued that the idea of “future,” hence progress, did not take shape until the eigh-
teenth century with the appearance of philosophy of history in Germany by Kant
(1724-1804), Herder (1744-1803), and Hegel (1770-1831). In 1784, Kant proposed
an understanding of the philosophy of history where progress can be defined as
“regular progression among freely willed actions. In the same way, we may hope
that what strikes us in the actions of individuals as confused and fortuitous may
be recognised, in the history of the entire species, as a steadily advancing but slow
development of man’s original capacities””” Kant here does not view progress
related to individuals, but to the entire human species, where the stage of history
actualizes and realizes these developments gradually. Herder, Kant’s contempo-
rary, seemed to disagree with this conception of progress, as he saw progress as
more individualistic. He regards Kant’s “species” as entirely meaningless since the
human species is made of “individuals,” therefore it is the individual who mat-
ters.* Herder then adds, “Our philosophy of history shall not wander in this path
of the averroean system, according to which the whole human species possesses
but one mind; and that indeed of a very low order, distributed to individuals only
piecemeal”® Herder challenged Kant’s assertion that the purpose of history was
to educate humanity as a whole, which he reads as an influence of Averroes (Ibn
Rushd), rather than focusing on individual experiences.”® But in Ibn Rushd’s dis-
cussion of the virtuous city, he goes against Plato’s view that it is impossible for
people to appoint the philosopher-king, which Ibn Rushd views as pessimistic.
Ibn Rushd believes that people can be educated in a way where this would be
actualized without going against laws known to people, and then he concludes
such as “in our time and our beliefs” (kama huwa al-hal fi zamanina hadha wa-fi
millatina hadhihi).>* Ibn Rushd contends that the time-place he was living in, the
twelfth century, because of a certain type of education that individuals have, can
be called a virtuous city compliant with religion and human values. Perhaps he
was also hopeful. Philosopher Muhammad Abed al-Jabri (1935-2010) reads Ibn
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Rushd as closer to Kant and Herder and therefore questions their turn against
him. Al-Jabri explains this epistemic severance with the “Averroean path” as a way
to establish a philosophy of history by avoiding looking at the past as a decid-
ing factor for the future, considering that Ibn Rushd’s “metaphysics,” in Herder’s
understanding, represents a past, and Herder’s and Kant’s philosophy of history,
qua progress, is the future. To further elaborate, the view that the past could offer
“a truth” or “truth” makes the future an extension of the past, and any progress
therein is but a further explication, a realization, or at best a development for what
was already achieved. The Kantian view saw that “truth as a future goal” belongs,
naturally, in the future not the past in a teleological view of history; this is the
meaning of progress in the philosophy of history for Kant.* It is not difficult to
see the extension of these views later in Western philosophy, such as with Hegel
or Nietzsche, especially the latter, who distinctly advocated for a break with the
past through “the capacity to live unhistorically”* Nietzsche uses animals as an
example to illustrate this idea of the ability of unhistorical living and the ability to
forget and constantly live in the present, since it is in animals’ nature, according
to him, to forget. Nietzsche relates, “Whoever cannot settle on the threshold of
the moment forgetful of the whole past . . . will never know what happiness is.”**
Nietzsche stresses also that it is only through the unhistorical that people can truly
act because they are unburdened by the weight of history. The unhistorical man “is
unjust to what lies behind him and knows only one right, the right of that which is
to become” According to Nietzsche, rejecting the influence to advance into the
future is necessary because only the unhistorical man is a “man of action”*® Only
the unhistorical man is “without conscience, so he is also without knowledge””
Were the shapers of culture and institution builders in the Arab world, such as
Taha Hussein, for instance, espousing changed definitions of the past, hence the
future? Was turath, as opposed to athar, a descriptor indicating a continuity, an
unhistorical inheritance, or perhaps ahistorical, relieving the burden of knowledge
and influence of the past because the future promises a teleological truth that is not
to be found in this past? Hussein is not a stranger to Nietzsche or theories of prog-
ress. In a French article on poet al-Mutanabbi in the Francophone magazine Val-
eurs operating in Alexandria, Egypt, Hussein argues that al-MutanabbT’s poetry is
philosophically charged with pessimism, like al-Ma‘arrf’s, and he faults critics, like
al-‘Aqqad (1889-1964), for comparing al-Mutanabbi to Nietzsche’s Ubermensch.’®
It would not be inaccurate to say that Taha Hussein and his disciples espoused
what could be understood as the break from the past, because the universal history
of progress that Hussein wishes to participate in would not feature that particular
past in it. Hussein, writing in the 1940s, advises intellectuals, students, and readers
in general “to follow the path of the Europeans and take their route, to be their
equals, and to be their partners in civilization, in its good and bad, its sweet and
bitter, what is liked and what is disliked, what is praised and what is criticized”**
Admittedly, it is related that he changed his views throughout his life and had
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various contributions in education, but it must be noted that the epistemic frame-
works that shaped these institutions of learning in modernity owe themselves to
the cohort of the intellectual adherents of the structural devaluation of adab.
Hussein and his cohorts are intellectual adherents of a system that is designed
to structurally defeat the past because it will remain incompatible with the telos of
the “truth” in the future, unless proving that the past, on its own terms, includes
a truth for the future. By espousing these Western epistemic frameworks of prog-
ress, the past, and history, it is inevitable that a representation of a non-Western
past does not, must not, include a “truth” that could be indicative of a concep-
tion of progress for the future or it will replace that very idea of progress and
the epistemic system it espouses. Hussein’s paradoxical engagement with the past,
whether through mujiin, al-Ma‘arrT’s philosophy of pessimism, or other topics and
figures from the past, is an engagement that aims to run the Kantian progress race
but never reaching the finishing line or even critiquing it—despite the fact that
he urges us to be “critical and skeptical” Hussein’s suggestions that this literature
and these literati were experimenting with and holding the same ideas seen in
Western philosophy and therefore they were already on track and prefiguring the
already prediscovered and prepackaged conceptions and philosophies is a hollow
point (al-Mutanabbi as Ubermensch, or the pessimism of al-Ma‘arri, or Abbasid
mujiin). While comparing literatures is hardly the problem, the aforementioned
readings are unhistorical; they look for validation of their progress march. To
add, these types of unhistorical readings hardly engage with premodern Arabic
literature on its own terms to creatively generate knowledge. Is failed reading the
only outcome of the unhistorical posture? Nietzsche’s unhistorical man is “without
conscience.” Similarly, when Ibn al-*Adim assessed what he describes as the base-
less allegations against al-Ma arri, Ibn al-'Adim distinctly describes their perpe-
trators as “without conscience” and without respect for human sanctity itself (see
chapter 5). The failed reader can be easily shaped by the loss of language and
access to meaning, through education, hence they become involuntarily unhis-
torical, or they can choose to become voluntarily unhistorical if it is intellectually
profitable. Thomas Bauer’s diagnosis of modern times as less tolerant to ambigu-
ity, which thrived in premodern Arab culture, is not inaccurate. However, Bauer’s
addition that this intolerance, because of Western modernity, is a feature of what
he calls “Salafist groups” presumed that it is only through the loss of ambiguity as
a cultural feature the modern extremist was born. Extremists and fundamental-
ists are more than intolerant or failed readers; they are also unhistorical actors.
They were relieved of the burden of history. And as the theoretical frameworks of
progress and modernity suggest, the unhistorical man, without knowledge, acts
without the burden of conscience, without sanctity or justice for anything; they are
relieved of knowledge. Does the unhistorical extremist, then, like the Taliban for
instance, who ban women’s education,” among other things, burden themselves
with the weight of the history of the lives and travels of ten thousand premodern
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women hadith scholars, who fill forty-three volumes, who narrated and taught
hadith to women and men equally?** Does the same, or perhaps another, unhistor-
ical fundamentalist know of the history of critique in Islam concomitant with the
sciences of the Qur'an, when a woman critiqued the Prophet’s stance on women’s
rights in divorce prior to and a reason for the revelation of Q.58 (al-Mujadila, “She
Who Disputes”)? Or maybe the woman who challenged Caliph ‘Umar openly
in public on the issue of dowry using the reasoning of Q.4:20? ‘Umar then had
to retract his argument and declared that “a woman is right and a man/‘Umar
is wrong,” also in public (presumably during a sermon in a setting or gathering
where men and women sat together, hence the to-ing and fro-ing).®> Does the
unhistorical extremist know of the numerous women rulers/queens in Muslim
Yemen, for instance, whose ruling is described as “economically more prosper-
ous”?* What about women soldiers who fought with the Prophet in the early
Arab-Islamic military battles and lost their limbs?* The examples are too numer-
ous to include in one book in response to both the unhistorical extremism against
women in the aforementioned case of the Taliban, or others who share their out-
look, but also the simplified understanding of extremism as a problem factored in
reading and interpretation, or only that. The absence of historical consciousness,
motivated by the championing of the “forgetting” of history, through willful or
unintentional forgetting, owing to institutional or cultural policies of education
or a multitude of others factors, has effectively altered the experience of the world
as known to the unhistorical subject.

The Well-Tempered Reader began with an analogy of a pedagogical tuning sys-
tem in music that allowed students to move across and express a wide range of tun-
ing, seamlessly but also gradually. Adab’s tuning system of human virtues extends
beyond the traditional understanding of promoting refinement and moral excel-
lence only. As previously argued, adab is a catalyst in developing the subject’s his-
torical consciousness within an ethical framework. This ethical framework points
to a sense of a shared order, where it can be safely argued that as adab framed the
reading and interpretative practices of individuals, it also framed their social and
political practices.® It is through this conception of adab that the nahda figure
al-Tahtawi theorized adab to shape and discuss modern political subjectivities and
concepts of freedom, justice, and governance.® Al-TahtawT’s work similarly influ-
enced Muhammad ‘Abduh (1849-1905), who argued for adab as a political order
by conceptualizing it as a holistic framework that integrates individual moral
discipline, collective social unity, and political freedom.”” ‘Abdul’s framework
argues that people are “pre-political and choose their political order so that the
political order becomes a living and self-moving order”*® As pre-political individ-
uals, they select and establish their own political framework of “rights and duties,”
further emphasizing the self-constituting nature of adab qua public sphere.®” The
discourse on adab as political freedom for the adabized citizens by al-Tahtawi and
‘Abduh is indeed plausible. But it must be emphasized, as this book argues, that
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this political freedom can only be effected through adab’s intellectually liberat-
ing tools. Therefore, before becoming the adabized citizen, the adabized subject
learns the necessary grammar of adab qua engaged citizenship: humanity (mura’a:
hospitality, discourse, critique, will and resolve, method, etc.). The principles of
adab guiding the subject’s life, where it allowed them to read, critique, but also
engage adabfully, with historical consciousness, are the same participatory and
agential principles that guide individuals in political engagement.
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All abiding praise to God, the Protecting Friend
Then His salutations upon the Prophet send

The trustworthy scholars have transmitted from Abua al-‘Ala
Upon his approach to the abode of al-Murtada

That a man rebuked him, whom hed stumbled over,
“Who is this blind dog—not sober?”

He replied with wisdom, clear in exposition
Enlightening the ignorant with precision:

A dog is a creature whose names exceed knowing
Seventy appellations, to its significance showing

In the vast oceans of our blessed language I dove
Seeking to gather these names, a treasure trove

I thus amassed numerous findings indeed
While in what remains, I seek divine ease to proceed

In rajaz meter I've composed this beneficial verse
That those seeking knowledge might easily rehearse

So name it, may God guide you, my companion,
“The Exoneration from al-Ma‘arri’s Humiliation”

Among those names are al-Baqi‘ and al-Wazi'
al-Kalb, al-Abqa’, followed by al-Zari"

al-Khaytal, al-Suham, then al-Asad in succession
al-‘Urbuj, al-"Ajaz, al-A‘qad in progression

al-A'nagq, al-Dirbas, then al-‘Amallas with grace
al-Qutrub, al-Furni, al-Falhas takes its place
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al-Thaghim, al-Talq, with al-'Awa’ too
Both long and short forms are held true

Among its names count al-Basir with care
A hidden wisdom that the learned declare

The Arabs of old named it in times of need
Da ‘1 al-Damir, then Hani’ al-Damir indeed

Thus they bestowed the title Da‘1 al-Karam
Elevating its mention in the realm of ni ‘am

Thamtham, Kalib, and Habla“ are known
Mundhir, Hijra®, and Hajra® are shown

Then Kusayb, masculine in form divine
Free of hamza and lam in design

al-Qalati, al-Salaqi in relation stand
Like al-Sini, following this scholarly strand

al-Mustatir, arouser of the canine breed
As the author of al- ‘Ubab has decreed

al-Dirs and al-Jarw with triple voweling blessed
For the young of dogs, as has been expressed

al-Sam" as narrated by the wise al-Sali
Abu Khalid, his epithet, known surely

They transmitted al-Ruhdin in erudite tone
And Kasab for the female, in sources shown

Like Qatam, a proper noun well preserved
And Kasba, through transmission observed

Take al-*Awlaq and al-Mu ‘awiya as well
And of La‘wa in transmission tell

The offspring of dog and she-wolf they name
‘Usbuira, in which fear no blame

To this they add al-Khayhaf‘a in knowledge true
Its extended form also transmitted through

The pup of a wolf-dog union they decree
Or fox-dog, as al-Daysam, all agree

Sea dogs as Harakila are known in lore
Compare the singular as they did before

The seal al-Qundus they also name
For Ibn Dihya’s work did thus claim
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al-Quda‘a for the sea-bitch they write
All confirmed by transmission’s light

Ibn Awa amonyg its kinds they count
And Du’al equals this amount

Du’il, Du’ul—but al-Dhu’alan preface
With fatha, damma, and dot in place

al- ‘Tlwad and al-Nawfal likewise appear
al-La‘wad and al-Sarhub in the rear

al-Wa ", al-‘Illash, then al-Wa‘wa“ clear
al-Shaghbar, al-Wa’'wa’ as sages hear

This list from authentic books I've drawn
And appended whatever has later dawned

All praise to God as completion nears
And upon His Prophet peace appears
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circulation and reception beyond Europe.
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2. Moral qualities that are worthy of criticism do not occupy the same space as those of
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We say: This is invalid, because legal analogy only allows the establishment of rulings
by consensus, and there is no consensus in what we disputed about. The purpose of
establishing the linguistic name is not to establish the ruling, because analogy applies
to linguistic names before the law, according to the opinion of those who establish
analogy in language; and because the meaning in legal analogy is consistent, while in
linguistic analogy it is not. Henbane is not called wine, even if it intoxicates the mind;
and the house is not called a bottle, even if things settle therein; and the crow is not
called piebald, even if it is both black and white.

Legal analogy is not like linguistic analogy in meaning, even if they insist that
analogy applies to verbal nouns, such as daraba-yadribu-darban [from the verb “to
strike”] and akala-ya kulu-aklan [from the verb “to eat”]. We do not accept that
language is established by analogy, but rather it is established by transmission from
the Arabs. (al-Suyati, al-Muzhir, 1:50.)

108. al-Zarkashi, al-Bahr al-muhit, 7:55.

109. Ibn Jinni, al-Khasa'is, 2:445.

10. al-Sahibi, al-Halba fi asma’ al-khayl, 78.

111. Ibn Jinni, al-Khasa'is, 2:445.

112. al-Ma'arri, al-Lami ', 21.

113. See ‘Abbas, Tarikh al-naqd, 390ft.

114. See Ibn Jinni, al-Khasa'is, 2:442-43; see also Jaffal, “al-Mustalah al-lughawi”
115. Nadja Germann, EI3, under “Lafz and ma‘na”

116. Muhanna, World in a Book, 8.

117. Zaki Mubarak mentions this and the dispute among the two men and several other

litterateurs in his introduction to al-Qayrawani, Zahr al-adab, 1:30.

18. Kilito, Bi-hibr khafi, 24.

119. al-Musawi, Medieval Islamic Republic of Letters, 100.

120. Quoted in al-Musawi, Medieval Islamic Republic of Letters, 100.
121. al-Musawi, Medieval Islamic Republic of Letters, 100.

122. al-Musawi, Medieval Islamic Republic of Letters, 117.


https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2019/entries/names/
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123. Muhanna, World in a Book, 26. Muhanna makes this observation about the ex-
pansiveness of adab within his discussion of al-NuwayrTs conception of adab in the latter’s
encyclopedia as well as literary culture in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries; see World in
a Book, 71-72.

124. See Rosenthal, Knowledge Triumphant. Carter also discusses this in the context of
grammarians; see “Language Control,” 73.

6. ADAB AS RESOLVE AND WILL

. al-Shidyaq, al-Saq ‘ala al-saq, 65-67.

. al-Shidyagq, al-Saq ‘ala al-saq, 65-67.

. ‘Isa, “al-Ta'dil ‘inda al-Shidyaq””

. al-Shidyaq, al-Saq ‘ala al-saq, 77; Leg over Leg, 1:23 (1.1.1).
al-Shidyaq, al-Saq ‘ala al-saq, 77; Leg over Leg, 1:23 (1.1.1).

6. Nadia al-Bagdadi discusses the disappearance of Arabic erotic writings in the
nineteenth century in relationship to colonial modernity. See al-Bagdadi, “Eros and
Etiquette”

7. Leg over Leg, 1:25 (1.1.4).

8. al-Shidyaq, al-Saq ‘ala al-saq, 78-79.

9. For more on the discussion of error from the perspective of the productive power of
misreadings, see Johnson, “Archive of Errors.”

10. Spitzer, “Linguistic Perspectivism.

11. Gerli, Refiguring Authority, 62.

12. Gerli, Refiguring Authority, 62.

13. al-Shidyaq, al-Saq ‘ala al-saq, 8o.

14. al-Shidyaq, al-Saq ‘ala al-saq, 8o.

15. Art historian Erwin Panofsky was the father of habitus; he defined habitus as it re-
lates to Gothic architecture and Scholastic philosophy. Pierre Bourdieu translated his work
and offered his own understanding and development of the term, which he took more into
the corporeal and material rather than the intellectual and philological understanding of
Panofsky. See Hanks, “Pierre Bourdieu.”

16. Maclntyre, After Virtue, 222.

17. Johnson, “Archive of Errors,” 34.

18. Guth, “Adab as the Art to Make the Right Choice”

19. Named after Irish statesman and philosopher Edmund Burke (1729-97), Burkean-
ism refers to conservatism that puts its trust in tradition. At its heart, Burkean conservatism
does not have faith in the intellect of the average human (people are not as smart as they
think) and therefore does not necessarily trust in social changes or in people’s intellectual
ability to lead that change. This is also why Burke did not support the French Revolution,
because in his opinion it led to an incompetent government, which was also despotic.
Burkeanism can thus be summarized as the exercise of precaution in the political sphere.
This may apply elsewhere, especially with the belief in intellectual hierarchies and that
people may be unfit to “think” for themselves.

20. Sacks, Iterations of Loss, 78.

21. al-Shidyagq, al-Jasiis, 3.
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22. al-Shidyagq, al-Jasiis, 3.

23. al-Shidyaq, al-Jasus, 3.

24. al-Shidyaq, al-Jasis, 3.

25. al-Shidyaq, al-Jasus, 3.

26. al-Shidyaq, al-Jasis, 3.

27. al-Shidyagq, al-Jasiis, 3.

28. al-Shidyaq, al-Saq ‘ala al-saq, 8.

29. al-Ma‘arri, Mu jiz Ahmad, 3:276.

30. al-Shidyaq, al-Saq ‘ala al-saq, 446.

31. al-Shidyaq, al-Saq ‘ala al-saq, 446.

32. al-Shidyaq, al-Saq ‘ald al-saq, 448.

33. Leg over Leg, 3:111 (3.10.3).

34. Leg over Leg, 3:111 (3.10.3); al-Shidyaq, al-Saq ‘ala al-saq, 448.

35. Ernst Bloch speaks about how hope must be disappointable “or else it would not be
hope” It is inseparable from “specific disappointability [Enttduschbarkeit] of informed and
self-informed docto spes (educated hope).” See Bloch, “Can Hope Be Disappointed?”

36. al-Shidyaq, al-Saq ‘ala al-saq, 454.

37. Ibn Sina, al-Qanan, 2:311.

38. Ibn Tabataba, Iyar al-shi r, 17-18.

39. Itis also spelled with a ha’. al-Khafaji, Sharh Durrat al-ghawwas, 604.

40. Ibn Qutayba, ‘Uyin al-akhbar, 2:173.

41. For more on the discussion of qubh and its aesthetic and moral connotations, see
Bin Tyeer, The Quran and Aesthetics.

42. al-Shidyaq, al-Saq ‘ald al-saq, 458; Leg over Leg, 3:120-21.

43. al-Shidyaq, al-Saq ‘ala al-saq, 459.

44. Humphrey Davies translates the subtitle as “Days, Months, and Years Spent in
Critical Examination of the Arabs and Their Non-Arab Peers” He does not stress the “ ‘ujm/
‘ajam” of Arabs. See Leg over Leg.

45. Irely on Davies’s translation for this couplet and all Leg over Leg quotes unless stated
otherwise.

46. See Mitchell, “Stage of Modernity;” 11; Marx, Capital, 1:703.

47. Lipking, “Inventing the Common Reader,” 165.

48. Lipking, “Inventing the Common Reader,” 163.

49. Boswell, Life of Johnson, 138;.

50. Black, The Falls of Clyde, 215.

s1. Kernan, Samuel Johnson, 216.

52. See Said, Humanism, 68.

53. Hassan, Tayeb Salih, 2-3.

54. Hassan, Tayeb Salih, 3.

55. Najm, al-Qissa, 231-32.

56. Najm, al-Qissa, 232.

57. Ghose, Shakespeare in Jest, 9-10; see also Baldo and Karremann, Memory and
Affect, 127.

58. Rushdi, Fann al-gissa, 120.

59. Emile Habibi, quoted in ‘Attiya, “Muhawalat ‘ala tariq ta’sil al-riwaya al- ‘arabiyya,” 139.
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60. Salih, Season of Migration, 45.

61. Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, 210-11.

62. “Gamal al-Ghitani: al-insaniyya kulluha milki wa-uwwad an aktub ruwaya mithl
‘Moby Dick,” al-Hayat, June 9, 2015, https://langue-arabe.fr/- as-glasl-Juo-g pabl-C3501-ga- s>
LS50 ST asy- il s dia-ad.

63. Radwa ‘Ashar, Robin Creswell, and David Fieni all describe and argue for the con-
sideration of Leg over Leg as the first Arabic novel. See ‘Ashir, al-Hadatha al-mumkina;
Fieni, Decadent Orientalisms; Creswell, “The First Great Arabic Novel”

64. Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination, 269.

65. Leg over Leg, 2:111.

66. al-Jahiz, al-Bayan, 1:13-16, 52, 70-80.

67. al-Zabidi, Taj al- ‘ariis, 15:528.

68. Davies reads these substitutions as a lisp on the narrator’s part; see Leg over Leg,
2:426.

69. Famous examples of qalb in the Quran: Q.21:33 (kullun fi falak); 74:3 (wa-rabbaka
fa-kabbir). Al-Hariri, and many others, used this in his maqamat as well.

70. Sacks, Iterations of Loss, 91.

71. I warmly thank Nancy Charley at the Royal Asiatic Society for providing me with
the list of publications of the Society’s Oriental Translation Fund since its inception. I could
not get hold of the minutes, unfortunately. Email message to author, May 13, 2020.

72. Pargiter, Centenary Volume of the Royal Asiatic Society, iv.

73. Willcocks coproduced a colloquial Egyptian translation of the Bible down to the
reference of the first edition on the front cover as “al-tab‘a al-awwalaniyya” instead of
“al-tab‘a al-ula” See Hanna, “When Jesus Speaks Colloquial Egyptian Arabic

74. Mitchell, “What Is Educated Spoken Arabic?”; Mitchell, Colonising Egypt. See also
Stadlbauer, “Language Ideologies”

75. Ngigi wa Thiongo, Decolonising the Mind.

76. al-Shidyaq, al-Jasis, 5.

77. al-Jahiz, al-Hayawan, 1:60.

78. Leg over Leg, 1:14.

79. For a discussion on these typologies and their use in narrative, see Bin Tyeer, “The
Qur’an and the Aesthetics of Adab,” 287-89.

80. See Gadamer, Hermeneutics, 16.

81. Benjamin, “On Language as Such,” 64.

82. al-Subki, ‘Ariis al-afrah, 2:128.

83. See, for instance, al-Fanari, Fusiul al-bada’i’, 1:85; al-Maturidi, Ta 'wilat, 1:277;
al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, 4:218.

84. al-Subki, ‘Arus al-afrah, 1:136-37. See also al-Tahanawi, Kashshaf, 2:1459ft.

85. Leg over Leg, 2:284 (2.13.5).

86. For more on this technique, known as tahsin al-qabih wa-taqbih al-hasan, see van
Gelder, “Beautifying the Ugly and Uglifying the Beautiful”

87. Leg over Leg, 2:288 (2.13.13).

88. Leg over Leg, 2:289 (2.13.13).

89. Leg over Leg, 3:154-55 (3.13.16).

90. See chapter 2.
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91. Leg over Leg, 4:312 (4.13.5).

92. Leg over Leg, 4:313 (4.13.9).

93. See Shaaban, Voices Revealed, quoted in Radman, “al-Naqd al- ‘arabi,” 170.

94. Jabir ‘Asfur, “Hawamish li-1-kitaba: sibaq “ala al-riyada,” al-Hayat, November 17, 2004.

95. Radman, “al-Naqd al- ‘arabi,” 170.

96. Stroud, “Flaming Bourdieu,” 261.

97. Kerfoot and Hyltenstam, “Introduction,” 7.

98. Kerfoot and Hyltenstam, “Introduction,” 6.

99. al-Shidyaq, al-Saq ‘ala al-saq, 72. Davies translates this as follows: “The classifier
is no classifier / if he doesn’t put things into classes.” Leg over Leg, 1:19. The original Arabic
contains no diacritics (tashkil) and therefore the line could be read both ways and still be
legible (musannif or musannaf) in the same way al-Shidyaq used ‘ajam or ‘ujm in the
subtitle. Al-Shidyaq’s employment of ambiguity (iham) is obvious here. In a personal cor-
respondence with the late Humphrey Davies, I discussed this tham of musannaf that means
or reads book, authored book, or classes (asndf, sing. sinf) as types of books/genres. In this
instance, the offered translation read the word as al-musannif (classifier) not al-musannaf
(book). Al-Shidyaq played on the word to include both his authored book (musannaf) and
the genres it espouses (suniif). The context of the poem constituting the proem in this
section is a defense of his own book since he authored it. This can only point to “another
of al-Shidyaq’s endless games” as Davies elegantly put it. Email messages to author, May
29-June 1, 2021.

100. al-Bagdadi, “Cultural Function,” 394.

101. For more on this argument in the context of Islam and liberalism, see Massad,
Islam in Liberalism. See also Ahmad, Religion as Critique, for an argument on the evolution
of medieval religious conversions of non-Christians in the past to the secularization of this
conversion rhetoric after the Enlightenment into the present-day discourse of Enlighten-
ment, reason, civilization, modernism, democracy, etc.

102. El-Ariss, “On Cooks and Crooks,” 32.

103. El-Ariss, “On Cooks and Crooks,” 32.

104. Kazim, al-Magamat, 159.

105. For more on this, see Bin Tyeer, “Textual Traces.”

106. Caren Kaplan coins this term in the context of her argument that hybrid
autobiographical forms are a strategic political move for women, ethnic, and immigrant
authors who do not wish to narrate their lives according to culturally available scripts and
forms. Kaplan, “Resisting Autobiography” Kamran Rastegar also speaks about how Leg over
Leg, by “mixing the genres of autobiography and travelogue with digressions into satire
and reportage, composed in both prose and poetry, the text meanders around unanswered
questions exploring the limits of narratives of subjective transformations.” Rastegar, Literary
Modernity, 103.

107. ‘Ashur, al-Hadatha al-mumbkina, 13.

108. ‘Ashar, al-Hadatha al-mumkina, 68.

109. See, for instance, Sacks, Iterations of Loss; El-Ariss, Trials of Arab Modernity;
al-Bagdadi, “Print”

110. See Ibn Manzir, Lisan al- ‘arab. Even in 1870, Butrus al-Bustani relates this term in
his Muhit al-Muhit as referring to financial inheritance.

111. Massad, Desiring Arabs, 17.
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CODA: THE SUSTAINABILITY OF ADAB

1. Hussein, Adib, 14.

2. Hussein, Adib, 24.

3. See also Joseph Massad’s discussion of mujiin as it pertains to this novel in Desiring
Arabs, 62ff. Michael Allan discusses this novel in the context of what he describes as a
new sensibility of “literariness” in the context of “provincialism” and “cosmopolitanism” in
colonial Egypt; see Allan, In the Shadow of World Literature, 115-30.

4. See, for instance, Hussein, Adib, 41.

5. Hussein, Adib, 41.

6. For more on the atlal and in Arabic poetry, see Stetkevych, The Zephyrs of Najd.

7. Hussein, Adib, 37.

8. Hussein, Adib, 38.

9. Mérquez, One Hundred Years of Solitude, 29.

10. Rascovsky et al., “The Quicksand of Forgetfulness.”

11. Hussein, Hadith al-arbi ‘a’, 2:475.

12. Taha Hussein, “Kayfa natham al-tarikh,” al-Siyasa, February 22, 1923.

13. al-Mazini, Qabd al-rih, 29-33.

14. Ibrahim al-Mazini, “Taha Hussein fi mizan al-tashkik,” al-Zahra’, no. 10, October
1, 1925, 612-17.

15. Holtzen and Hill, “Gadamer’s Hermeneutics of Trust,” 91.

16. Hussein, Adib, 128.

17. Shakespeare, King Lear, 76.

18. Percival, “Descartes’ Model of Mind,” 1-2.

19. Percival, “Descartes’ Model of Mind,” 1-2.

20. Hussein, Adib, 95.

21. Dostoevsky, Crime and Punishment, 80-81.

22. Schmitter, “17th and 18th Century Theories of Emotions”

23. See Gadamer, Truth and Method, 83.

24. See Gadamer, Truth and Method, 83-87.

25. Davey, Unquiet Understanding, 18.

26. Hussein, Adib, 84.

27. Khoury, al-Dhakira al-mafqida, 30.

28. Hussein, Adib, 95.

29. Hussein, Adib, 108.

30. See Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy. Nietzsche presents a duality between the Greek
mythical figures of Dionysus, god of the grape harvest, insanity, ritual madness, and re-
ligious ecstasy but also theater and festivals in ancient Greek religion. Euripides’s tragedy
The Bacchae offers an excellent depiction of Dionysus and his cult and the gradual slip into
religious, ritual, and sexual ecstasy to the point of losing all reason and destruction of self
and others (which culminates in the character of the mother Agave losing reason, and in
a moment of ecstasy in her Bacchic ritual decapitates her own son, Pentheus); the loss of
reason to sexual ecstasy is reminiscent of the character in Hussein’s novel. Apollo is the god
of sun, light, and poetry. Known for his rule over intellect, education, medical, and healing
powers; he stands in Nietzsche’s account as a necessary balance against the chthonic forces
of the Dionysian impulses, which, if left unchecked, may lead to ruin.
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31. Antoon, Poetics of the Obscene, 7-10.

32. Quoted in Antoon, Poetics of the Obscene, 8.

33. Assmann, “Canon and Archive.

34. Asad, “Anthropology of Islam,” 14.

35. Greenblatt and Gallagher, quoted in Assmann, “Canon and Archive,” 100-102.

36. Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.”

37. Hodgson, Venture of Islam, 3:419.

38. Assmann, “Canon and Archive,” 97.

39. Assmann, “Canon and Archive,” 105-6.

40. Assmann, “Canon and Archive,” 97-98.

41. Ibn Manzar, Mukhtagar tarikh Dimashq li-Ibn ‘Asakir, 21:389.

42. al-Birani, al-Athar al-bagiya, 5.

43. al-Birani, al-Athar al-baqiya, 4.

44. Tbn Khaldan, Tarikh Ibn Khaldiun, 1:599.

45. Sanni, “Filiation.”

46. Saint Augustine, Confessions, 221-45. This is in Book 11, where Augustine discusses
the nature of time itself and its relationship to eternity, motion of objects, the soul and
mind.

47. Kant, “Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose,” 41.

48. al-Jabri, “al-Madi wa-l-mustagbal . . . ayyahuma yahkum al-akhar?” part 1.

49. von Herder, Outlines of a Philosophy of the History of Man, 226.

50. Rosemann, “Wandering in the Path of the Averroean System,” 185.

51. Ibn Rushd, al-Darari fi al-siyasa, 138-39; al-Jabri, “al-Madi wa-l-mustagbal . . .
ayyahuma yahkum al-akhar?)” part 1.

52. al-Jabri, “al-Madi wa-I-mustagbal . . . ayyahuma yahkum al-akhar?,” part 1.

53. Nietzsche, On the Advantage and Disadvantage of History for Life, 9.

54. Nietzsche, On the Advantage and Disadvantage of History for Life, 9.

55. Nietzsche, On the Advantage and Disadvantage of History for Life, 12.

56. Nietzsche, On the Advantage and Disadvantage of History for Life, 12.

57. Nietzsche, On the Advantage and Disadvantage of History for Life, 12.

58. Hussein, “Masirat al-sha‘ir al-kubra,” 91-104 [“La grande aventure d’un poet”].

59. Hussein, Mustaqbal al-thaqafa fi Misr, 43.

60. See, for example, Human Rights Watch, “Taliban’s Attack on Girls' Education
Harming Afghanistan’s Future,” September 17, 2024; Wilson Center, “Preventing the Next
Kabul: Confronting the Houthi’s Violent Suppression of Women in Yemen,” March 23, 2023;
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, “Gender Segregation at Sanaa University: A
Worrying Trend for Yemen,” September 25, 2023; NPR, ““The Taliban Took Our Last Hope™:
College Education Is Banned for Women in Afghanistan,” December 20, 2022; Human
Rights Watch, “Nigeria: Boko Haram Targeting Schools,” March 7, 2012.

61. See Nadwi, al-Muhaddithat: The Women Scholars in Islam.

62. Ibn Kathir, Musnad al-Farig, 2:501.

63. See, for instance, Hambly, Women in the Medieval Islamic World; Hamza, Nisa’
hakamna al-Yaman.

64. See, for instance, al-Dhahabi, Siyar a lam al-nubala’, 2:278, where he discusses a
certain Nusayba b. Ka‘b who lost her arm in battle and was described as a brave warrior,
scholar, wife, and mother.
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65. McLarney, “Freedom, Justice, and the Power of Adab”

66. McLarney, “Freedom, Justice, and the Power of Adab”

67. Ryle-Hodges, “Muhammad ‘Abduh’s Notion of Political Adab.”

68. Ryle-Hodges, “Muhammad ‘Abduh’s Notion of Political Adab,” 360.
69. Ryle-Hodges, “Muhammad ‘Abduh’s Notion of Political Adab,” 344.
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dream interpretation, 128-31
Dryden, John, 83

ecology of legitimization, 78-83

education: and adab, 30; as differentiating man
from beast, 27; reader typologies, 47-48;
al-TahtawT’s views on progress, 31. See also
pedagogy

Egypt, 9, 31, 94, 120, 139, 151, 158, 166

El-Ariss, Tarek, 148, 161

elitism, 17, 47

eloquence (al-balagha), 24, 2627, 46

Elshakry, Marwa, 66

empirical thinking, vs. figurative language, 80

empiricism, 71-72

encyclopedic tradition: Ibn al-Nadim’s Fihrist,
6; Kashf al-zuniin of Katip Celebi 7; lexicons,
109; al-Suyat’s urjiza as part of, 117. See also
premodern texts

endogenous hospitality, 38, 43-44

engagement, poetics of, 109

England, reactions to Hayy b. Yaqzan in, 78-84.
See also Britain; colonialism

Enlightenment, 79, 82

envy and narrowness of perspective, 41

error, al-Shidyaq’s synonyms of, 124

errorism, 17, 101-2

Essay Concerning Human Understanding, An
(Locke), 57, 80

European culture, 134; alignment with, 6, 9;
literary modernity, 126; in Taha Hussein’s
thought, 157-58

Eve, 66-67

examination, scientific method, 66

excellence, critical reflection and resolve,
necessity of, 49

excess (ifrat), 33

exegesis. See tafsir

Exodus, book of, 103

exogenous hospitality, 38-46

exordiums, significance of, 44-46, 140-41

experiential Sufism (ahl al-dhawq), 70

experimentation, 66

extremism, 167

Facetiae, the, 135

“factory of lies” (masna * al-akadhib), 135

Fadil b. Natiq (Ibn al-Nafis), 68

Fadl al-kilab (Ibn al-Marzuban), 103

Fadl b. Dalham, 34

fahish (indecorous words), interpretation
(ta 'wil) of, 123-24. See also insults
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al-Farabi, 45, 68-69

al-Farahidi, al-Khalil b. Ahmad, 49, 113, 127

al-Farazdag, 30, 112

al-Fariyaq (in Leg over leg): bad breath, as
metaphorical device, 130-31; incompetence
of as dream interpreter, 128-30; narrator as
information seeker, 138, 141. See also Leg over
Leg; al-Shidyaq

al-Fariyaqiyya (in Leg over leg), 123, 131-32

Farrakh, ‘Umar, 41-42

al-fasaha (articulateness), 24, 26, 29

Fawwaz, Zaynab, 146

Fayd al-khatir (Amin), 33

al-Fayyami, Hasan b. ‘Alj, 3

figurative language: crisis of understanding and
mystical experience, 72-73; Ibn al-Muqaffa s
preference for, 54; Neoplatonic use and Judeo-
Christian influence, 57; in the Qur’an, 58-60,
75. See also mathal (figurative language)

Fihrist (Ibn al-Nadim), 6

finite monoliths, 99

figh, field of, 98-99

First Cause, 66-67

al-Firazabadi, Muhammad b. Ya“quab, 19, 49-50

fitra (uncorrupted natural disposition), 74

Fleury, Monsieur, 83

food and semantic origins of term “adab,” 3

foolishness (humgq), 21, 25

foolish readers (sakhif), 141

fore-understanding (Vorverstindnis), 80

Foucault, Michel, 2

French Arabists, 148

French Romanticism, 24

friendship, traveling together, as means of truly
knowing someone, 22

fundamentalism, 167

fusha Arabic, 139

Gadamer, Hans-Georg, 14, 65, 80, 83, 150, 154-55

garments, and muri’a, 23, 29, 106

al-Garradi, Tahir, 87

gender: dandyism, 24; and mura’a, 20-21; zarif,
gender neutrality of the term, 25

generosity: makarim al-akhlaq as the sum of
virtues, 35-36; and muri’a, 20

Genette, Gérard, 44
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Ghabat al-haqq (Marrash), 146

al-Ghanwi, Sahm b. Hanzala, 3, 64

al-Ghazali, Aba Hamid: allegory of light, 61;
Aristotelian and moral formation, 18; Dante’s
familiarity with, 71-72; dihlizi liminal space,
76-78, 142; God, linguistic references to as
metaphorical, 73, 76; Ibn Tufayl’s differences
with, 70, 72; on the inadequacy of language,
73, 76; intellectual independence, 51; learned
ignorance, 161; misreadings of Mishkat al-
anwadr, 13, 64, 72, 82; al-Nisapuri’s references
to, 61

al-Ghitani, Gamal, 136-37

al-Ghurba al-gharbiyya (al-Suhrawardi), 67

globalization, 137

God, 75-76, 161; linguistic references as
metaphorical, 73, 76

good life, the, 13, 26, 49, 52

governance, 27, 28, 120, 168

grammar of adab, 8-9, 12, 17, 62, 63, 76, 169

grammatical mistakes, 131

grammatical shifts (iltifat), 102

Greek culture, 4

Greek philosophy, 55-58, 68

“greenhouse modernities,” 133

Guardian, The, 83

Gutas, Dimitri, 65

Guy de Maupassant, 135

Habibi, Emile, 37, 135

habitus: acquiring, through repetition, 18-19; as
“habit of mind,” 125; intellectual, as imposed,
76; malaka (Ibn Khaldan), 18-19

hadith al-arba ‘a’ article (Hussein), 154

hadith studies: critical justice in assessment
of narrators, 14; eloquence, 46; ethics and
mur’a, 19, 23, 28; female scholars of, 20,
167-68; grammar, importance of in, 29;
al-jarh wa-I-ta ‘dil (science of criticism and
praise), 97; lexical analysis of majbir, 50;
al-Ma‘arri’s engagement with, 100; reason
(‘aql), 26; reliability of transmitters (isnad),
97-99

hads (intuition), 61, 71

Haifa, 37

al-Hamadhani, Badi' al-Zaman, 119, 138, 162

al-Hamawi, Yaqut, 45, 88-89, 95, 99, 106

hanging ode (mu ‘allaqa), 52

happiness, 35, 69, 137, 166

al-haqiqa (reality and truth), 143. See also truth

hardship, importance of, 32
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al-Harith b. Hammam (in maqamat of
al-Hariri), 138

Harun al-Rashid, 20, 106

al-hawa (caprice and vagaries), 21

Hayat al-hayawan al-kubra (al-Damiri), 105

Hayy b. Yaqzan (Ibn Tufayl): absence of
language, 72-77; adab as discourse, 13; case
study of, 9, 64; empiricism, 71-72; encounter
with Absal, 73-74; Ibn Sina’s intertext to,
65-66; literary responses to, 67-68; and
Miskawayh’s hierarchy of animals, 31; purity
of self, 62, 64—65; reactions to, in Britain,
78-84; text as interlocutor, 65-71

Healing, The Book of (Ibn Sina), 65-66, 70

heart (qalb): perception of (basar), 49; purity
of, 61-62

Hector (in the Iliad), 164

Heikal, Muhammad Hussein, 146

Heinrichs, Wolfhart, 4-5
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von Herder, Johann Gottfried, 165

hereafter, the, 50, 54, 69
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hierarchy of animals, 30-31
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hikma (wisdom), 39

Himyar, 115

al-Himyari, Nashwan, 112

Hisham b. ‘Abd al-Malik, 34

historically effected consciousness, 150

Hodgson, Marshall, 162-63

Homer, 11

horizontal reader typologies, 48

horse, in dreams, 128

hospitality: endogenous, 43—-44; exogenous,
38-43; Ibn Janah’s advice on, 23; linguistic,
39; and muri’a, 20; reading hospitality, 43;
and semantic origins of term “adab,” 3; as the
sum of virtues (makarim) and test of ethical
ideals, 36

humanism: abstract theorization of, possible
sources for, 18; and conflict resolution, 17;
through exercising mura’a, 13

humgq (senselessness/foolishness), 21, 25

Husn al- ‘awaqib (Fawwaz), 146

Hussein, Muhammad al-Khidr, 34-35

Hussein, Taha, 33, 151-61, 166-67

hyenas, 111

hygienic practices, 131

hypocrisy, 21

Ibn ‘Abbas, 61

Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, Yasuf b. ‘Abd Allah, 96-97

Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih, Ahmad b. Muhammad, 27-28,
32, 38-48, 50-55

Ibn al-*Adim, Kamal al-Din: critical justice
scholarship, 9o-92; identification of forged
lines of poetry, 87-88; insaf as critical
methodology, 92-96; literary defense of
al-Ma‘arri, 14, 85, 100-101, 167

Ibn al-‘Amid, 119

Ibn al-Athir, Diya’ al-Din, 95

Tbn Bajja, 68

Ibn Durayd, 111

Ibn Faris, 49, 106, 113

Ibn al-Hajjaj, 160

Ibn Hammam (in magamat of al-Hariri), 107

Ibn Hanbal, Ahmad, 163

Ibn Hazm, 92, 137

Ibn Hazm (prince), 140

Ibn Hibban, Muhammad, 26-27, 29, 32

Ibn Janah: on antisocial behavior, 21; definition
of muri’a, 21; ethical-intellectual
foundations of adab and mura’a, 16, 19-20;
on hospitality, 23; nullifiers of adab, 25-26;
on preparedness, 22; reason ( ‘agl), role in
moral perfection, 25; on travel, 22

Ibn al-Jawzi, 87-90, 92, 99, 113

Ibn Jinni, Aba al-Fath ‘Uthman, 118-19

Ibn Kathir, 60-61, 88-89, 92, 99

Ibn Khaldin, 18, 90, 164

Ibn al-Khaymi, 96

Ibn Malik, 105, 139

Ibn Manzar, 19, 49, 90, 111-12

Ibn al-Marzuban, Muhammad b. ‘Imran, 12,
22-23, 26, 34, 103

Ibn al-Muljam, 114

Ibn al-Mugaffa‘, Aba Muhammad ‘Abd Allah:
adab and discourse, 51-55; adabized readers,
formation of, 62; allowing space for reader
discourse, 78; basar (critical reflection),
49-50; behavioral and textual parts of adab,
23; classification of imagined readers, 47-48;
endogenous hospitality, 43-44; exogeneous
hospitality, 38-43; exordium to Kalila wa-
Dimna, 44; goal of achieving the good life,
25-26, 49, 52, 54; heresy, false charge of, 38;
identification of diverse reader types, 47-48;
indirect frank speech, use of, 42; Kalila
wa-Dimna, 9, 13, 37-43; mathal (figurative
language), use of, 46-48, 52, 72; nazar and
basar, use of, 51; origins of Kalila wa-Dimna,
41-42; origins of nickname, 37; reading
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Ibn al-Nafis, 68
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Ibn Nubata, 120

Ibn Qutayba, ‘Abd Allah b. Muslim, 4, 28-29,
120-21, 131

Ibn al-Rawandi, 87-88

Ibn al-Rami, 88, 114

Ibn Rushd, 18, 138, 165, 166

Ibn Sidah (Ibn Sayyidihi), Abai al-Hasan “Ali b.
Isma‘il, 112-13, 127, 130-31

Ibn Sina (Avicenna): on bad breath, 130; on
the benefit of amthal (allegories), 52-53;
empiricism debate, 71-72; al-Ghurba al-
gharbiyya, 67-69; ifadat al-ara’ (conclusions
from hypothetical situations), 53-54;
influence on Ibn Tufayl, 69-70; language as
mental content, 14; on logic without vocal
form, 73; ra’y as reasoned opinion, 53-54;
Risalat Hayy b. Yaqzan, 65-67; theoretical
Sufism (ahl al-nazar), 69-70; virtual
experience of the literary, 152

Ibn Tabataba, 130

Ibn Tufayl: adab as discourse, 13-14, 31; case
study of Hayy b. Yaqzan, 9; al-Ghazali,
position on, 70; al-GhazalT’s influence
on, 71, 77-78; Hayy b. Yaqzan as literary
interlocutor, 64-71; on inadequacy of
language, 72-73; intellectual independence,
emphasis on, 51; and Miskawayh’s hierarchy
of animals, 30-31; on misreading al-Ghazali,
72, 82; misread works as deliberate injustice
(zulm), 14; position on prophecy and
religion, 69; purity of self, 62

Ibrahim (Abraham), 66-67

al-Ibshihi, Shihab al-Din, 92

Idealtypus (ideal type in Weberian thought), 57

identity and alterity paradox, 39

Idris, Murad, 65-66

ifadat al-ara’ (conclusions from hypothetical
scenarios), 53-54, 64

al-‘iffa (purity/virtue), 24

ifrat (excess), 33

al-ighrab (defamiliarization), 109

ignorance (jahl), 25, 55, 77, 86

ihala (committing referent), 101

ihsan (doing good), 23

Ihya’ ‘uliim al-din (al-Ghazali), 72
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ijtihad, 50, 134

Iliad (Homer), 164

Illuminationist (ishragi) philosophical
tradition, 67

iltifat (grammatical shifts), 102

imitations (mu ‘aradat), 68

impartiality, 97

imperialism, 137. See also colonialism

Imru’ al-Qays, 151, 156

independent thinking, 62, 76, 78

India, 7, 41

indirect frank speech technique, 42

induction, Aristotelian, 66

influence, 26-28, 120

insaf (intellectual justice): as a critical
category of thought, 96-99; critical justice
scholarship, 90-92; and critique as nazar, 72;
in hadith sciences, 97-99; of Ibn al-‘Adim
toward al-Ma ‘arri, 14; Ibn Hibban’s inclusion
of, within muri’a, 26; as an Islamic
imperative, 84-87; lack of, and fanaticism,
82-83; neutral investigation of al-Badi‘i,
95-96; as an umbrella virtue, 22-23

al-Insaf wa-I-taharri fi daf* al-zulm ‘an Abi
al-‘Ala’ al-Ma ‘arri (Ibn al-*Adim), 14, 85

insight. See basar

insults: adabizing, 15, 120; as used to
dehumanize, 103-4; dog, counter-insult of
al-Ma‘arri, 105-9; hija’ (invective poetry),
103, 108

integrity (al-nazaha/sharaf al-nafs), 24, 33

intellective reasoning, 14, 71

intellectual authoritarianism: Ibn al-Mugaffa®s
resistance to, 47; example of Pharoah, 77

intellectual servility, 50

intelligence and insight, people of (ahl al-dhaka’
wa-l-basira), 70

introductions, significance of, in literary works,
44-46,140-41

intuition (hads), 61, 71

invective poetry (hija’), 103, 108

inversion (qalb), 139

al-'Iqd al-farid (Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih), 27-28

Irshad al-arib ila ma ‘rifat al-adib (Yaqut al-
Hamawi), 105

‘Isa b. Hisham (in magamat al-Hamadhani), 138

ishraqi (Illuminationist) philosophical
tradition, 67

Islam: development of ethical meaning of
adab, 4; knowledge and learning in, 57;
logocentrism in, 108; Neoplatonist presence
in some intellectual traditions, 56-57
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isnad, in hadith sciences, 97-99. See also hadith
studies
Iyar al-shi r (Ibn Tabataba), 130

al-Jabri, Muhammad Abed, 165-66

jackals, 111

al-Jahiz, Aba ‘Uthman, 20, 25, 111, 11620, 137;
advice of, to writers of books, 141

jahl (ignorance/bigotry), 25, 86, 110

jahl-inducing frameworks, 101-2

al-jarh wa-I-ta ‘dil (science of criticism and
praise), 97. See also hadith studies

Jarir b. ‘Atiyya, 29-30

al-Jasiis ‘ala al-qamis (al-Shidyaq), 126-27

al-Jawaliqi, 4

al-Jawhari, Isma ‘il b. Hammad, 113

jesting, 28, 30

jewelry, 28

Johnson, Samuel, 133-34

Jonas, book of, 83

Judeo-Christian thought, 56-57

judgment, compared to wit, 80-81

juristic giyas, 118

al-Jurjani, ‘Abd al-Qahir, 59-60, 75, 119

al-Jurjani, al-Sharif, 20

justice, as prevailing over blood ties, 97-98.
See also insaf

kadhib (lying), as nullifying adab, 25

Kalila wa-Dimna (Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘), 9, 12-13,
37-44, 46: 5253, 62, 789 83) 130

Kant, Immanuel, 79, 165-66

Kaplan, Caren, 149

Kashf al-zuniin (Celebi), 7

al-Katib, ‘Abd al-Hamid b. Yahya, 38

Keegan, Matthew L., 53

Khadija bt. Shihab al-Din b. Ahmad, 20

Khalifa, Hajji, 39, 106

khamriyyat (wine poetry), 159

Kharijites (sect), 114

al-Khasa’is (Ibn Jinni), 119

al-Khawafi, Aba Manstr, 89

al-Khawarizmi, Muhammad b. al-‘Abbas,
106, 119

al-khawass (the distinctive ones), 70

Khosraw Anashirvan (Sassanid king), 41

Khari, Khalil, 146

Kilito, Abdelfattah, 38-39, 119

al-Kindi, 40-41, 45

King Amarasakti, 42

King Lear, 155

Kitab al- ‘ayn (al-Farahidi), 127

Kitab al-hamza wa-I-radif (al-Ma ‘arri), 94

Kitab al-hayawan (al-Jahiz), 116

Kitab al-insaf (Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr), 96-97

Kitab al-mutawil (Ibn al-Khaymi), 96

Kitab al-muwazana bayna Abi Tammam
wa-l-Buhturi (al-Amidi), 137

Kitab al-saq ‘ala al-saq. See Leg over leg

knowledge: definitions of, among Muslim
scholars, 92-93; flawed epistemological
models in Orientalism, 148; insaf and
production of, 92-96; Islam’s fascination
with, 57; language and production of, 123,
148; literary texts, 4-5; and power, 120; tree,
metaphor of, 55; veracity of, 91

kuttab (secretaries), 4

al-Lababidi, Ahmad b. Mustafa, 106, 111-12

Labid, 114

lack (tafrit), 33

lafz (utterance), 54

al-Lakhmi, Salih b. Janah, 12, 20

Lambertini, Roberto, 39

language: absence of, 72-78; apodictic and
apophantic aspects of, 154; and colonialism,
139—40; deficiency in, as malady, 130-32;
ethos of translation, 39; grammatical
mistakes, 131; and knowledge production of
al-Shidyagq, 123; and linguistic being, 142; as
marker of civility, 29; phenomenology of,
125; registers of, as medium for insults, 107;
simplification of, in name of progress, 139,
161; status of adib through proper use of, 108.
See also Arabic language

Lapidus, Ira, 18, 19

lathgha (solecism), theorization of, 137-38

Latin translation of Hayy b. Yaqzan, 78

Laud (archbishop), 78

Layla Majntn, 103, 112, 155

lazy reading, antidote to, 48

leadership: adab as social capital to achieve,
32; knowledge and power relationship, 120;
marginalization of Arabic as language of, 127;
al-Shidyaq on loss of language and, 128, 130

learned ignorance, 77, 161

Lebanon, 9

legal (shar ‘iyya) truths, 143

legitimization of adab: al-Bassamf’s lines of
poetry on, 26; through the character of
Absal, 75; as context of Ibn al-Mugqaffa’s
translation of Kalila wa-Dimna, 40; ecology
of legitimization, 78-83; through pluralistic
reading engagement, 44; as sociopolitical



asset, 27; speaking in mathal, 48-51; through
universal aims, 51-52; use of term, 1

Leg over Leg (al-Shidyaq): as case study 9, 15-16;
al-Fariyaq’s incompetence, 128-30; form and
ideology, 136; as genre-breaking, 147-50; loss
of Arabic, 142; magamat inclusion of, 137-40;
marriage and divorce debate, 143-44; poetry
in exordium to, 141; readiness of al-Shidyaq
to defend, 125; resistance and engagement
with European literary traditions, 122;
satire in, 127-28; semantic memories, 154;
unconventional literary form of, 132-37

Leiden, 6

Levinas, Emmanuelle, 103

lexicons, 15, 110-11, 127

light, mathal of, in the Quran, 59-61

linguistic beings, 16, 42, 72-78, 137, 140, 142

linguistic hospitality, 39

linguistic (lughawiyya) truths, 143

linguistic giyas, 118

linguistic reversal (al- ‘aks al-lafzi), 139

lion (al-asad), 11

Lisbon, 96

lisping, 137

literalism, danger of, 77

literary criticism of premodern texts, two
approaches to, 162

literary modernity in Arab tradition, 126

literary texts, study of, 4-5. See also Arabic
language; poetry

Locke, John, 57, 71, 80-83, 124, 154

logic, 14, 52

logocentrism, 108

love, 32

lying (kadhib), as nullifying adab, 25

Ma ‘ahid al-tansis ‘ala shawahid al-talkhis
(al- ‘Abbasi), 106

al-Ma‘arri, Abu al-“Ala’: attacks on, 89-90;
counter-insult of, 103-10; critical justice
works (ingaf) in defense of, 9o—92; forged
poetry attributed to, 87-88; good reputation
of, among peers, 100; Ibn al-'Adim’s defense
of, 14, 85, 100-101; pessimism, 166-67;
poetry of, 92-96; sharh (commentary) on
al-Mutanabbr’s diwan, 118-19; Zajr al-nabih,
9,12, 14-15, 85-87

Maclntyre, Alasdair, 126

ma duba. See banquet

Mahmood, Saba, 18

“Mahometan,” Ockley’s use of concept of, 79

Majallat al-hidaya al-islamiyya, 34
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majbir, as antonym to mubtasir, 50

Majnin Layla, 103, 112, 155

Makamat of Rhetorical Anecdotes (de Sacy), 139

makarim al-akhlag, as the sum of virtues, 35-36

Makdisi, George, 5, 50

malaka (habitus): Fakhry’s use of term, 19; use of
term in Ibn Khaldan’s work, 18

Malik, 163

Mamluk period, 104-5, 111, 117, 119-20

Mamur (in Season of Migration to the North), 136

ma ‘na (meaning), 54

Manahij al-albab (al-Tahtawi), 31

manfa ‘a (benefit), in al-TahtawT’s thought, 31

manliness, 20. See also murt’a

Mansfield, Katherine, 135

al-Mansur (Abbasid caliph), 38, 40

al-Maqama al-shi ‘riyya (al-Hariri), 107, 138

maqamat, 137-40. See also premodern texts

al-Magamat (al-Hamadhani), 112, 119, 138

al-Magqrizi, Ahmad b. “Ali, 96

Mirquez, Gabriel Garcia, 153

al-Marrakushi, 66

Marrash, Francis, 146

marriage and divorce debate, 143-44

Masalik al-absar fi mamalik al-amsar
(al-"Umari), 93

Masher, son of Pulverizer (in Leg over leg),
137-38,140-43

Maslama b. ‘Abd al-Malik, 29

materialism, 155-56

mathal (figurative language): as conducive to
discourse, 54-55; as discourse and reader
formation, 62; in Greek and Western
philosophy, 55-58; and legitimization of
adab, 48-51; levels of reading, 46-48; Plato’s
views on, 55-56; purpose and elements of,
46; purpose of, in Ibn Sinas thought, 52-53;
in the Qur’an, 58-59; al-Zamakhshari on,
58-59

mathematics and morality, 82

Matta b. Yanus, 14, 105

maw ‘iza (moral exhortation), 39

al-Mazini, Ibrahim ‘Abd al-Qadir, 15455

meaning (ma na), 54

mechanistic materialism, 155-56

Meditations on First Philosophy (Descartes), 156

memory, loss of, 153-54, 157, 161, 163, 168

MESA (Middle East Studies Association)
panels, 1

Metamorphoses (Ovid), 83

metaphor. See mathal (figurative language)

metaphysics, 66, 166
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Michel de Montaigne, 83

Middle East, 133
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panels, 1

Miftah al- ‘uliam (al-Sakkaki), 143

Milton, John, 81

mimesis, role in shaping habitus, 18

mirrors for princes genre, 39, 53

Mishkat al-anwar (al-Ghazali), 13, 61, 64, 72

Miskawayh, Ahmad b. Muhammad, 30-31

mispronunciation, mockery of, 138

Mitchell, Timothy, 140

MLA (Modern Language Association), 1

modernity: and Arabic language, 147; chrono-
narcissism and the rejection of adab, 148;
and creation of reader types 133; Hussein’s
views on, 156, 158, 159; institutional shaping
of passive reading, 160, 167; low tolerance for
“ambiguity;,” 57; and muri’a, 31-36; nahda
debates, 126; al-Shidyaq as bridge between
premodern adab and, 161; al-Shidyaq’s
resistance to dominant narratives of, 149.
See also colonialism; cosmopolitanism;
progress

Modern Language Association (MLA), 1

Modern Standard Arabic (MSA), 139

Montgomery, James E., 24

Moosa, Ebrahim, 73, 77

moral exhortation (maw ‘iza), 39

Moralia (Plutarch), 83
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