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FOREWORD

Exciting things are happening in Arabic-Islamic intellectual history.
The present collection of articles is an example of what new method-
ologies and new formulations of old questions can yield by way of
insights. It is therefore a pleasure and a privilege to be asked to
write a Foreword to this volume, one which sets out to show what
a younger generation of Arabists and Islamicists can bring to a dis-
cipline which, in the West at least, can be traced back to the
Renaissance of the twelfth century.

As this volume of essays demonstrates, there are several reasons
for this excitement. The first and most visible in my view is the new
and more systematic attention being paid by younger scholars to
current theoretical breakthroughs in intellectual and cultural history.
Such postulates as speech-act theory, theories of representation, new
quantitative methodologies, textual theories, new historicist theories,
the impact of contemporary social science theory and, in particular,
a number of prominent modern theorists like Clifford Geertz and
Michel Foucault, have all combined to deepen our understanding of
classical Arabic culture and literature.

The second reason emanates from the first. By invoking new
methodologies and in asking new questions, these essays are helping
to bring the field of pre-modern Arabic-Islamic culture into line with
what is already happening in adjacent fields, e.g. the study of medieval
Europe. My generation of students of classical Arabic culture had
not been as open to theory as this younger generation is. Thus, we
would occasionally cast envious eyes at other medievalist colleagues,
at the theoretical freshness and vividness of their work, the windows
they opened onto subjects and themes there for the grasping in our
own immensely rich Arabic sources. Why did we not attempt a clas-
sical Arabic Montaillou?> An Arabic Peter Brown’s Augustine? A study
a la Le Goft’s Intellectuals?

I am delighted that this collection of essays shows that we are
now taking firm steps in that direction. In one area at least our
sources are incomparably richer: the area of biography. No pre-mod-
ern civilization known to me teems with so many people, with flesh
and blood individuals, men and women, as does classical Arabic. A
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new generation of Arabists shall knock, and a hundred doors will
open.

The third reason concerns the closer attention now being paid by
Western Arabists to the work being done by their colleagues in the
Arab world writing in Arabic. For many of us who studied our own
civilization in the West, the work of fellow Arab scholars was a dim
and distant echo. I note with pleasure that the authors of this col-
lection of essays are far more aware than was my generation of the
contributions of modern scholarship in Arabic. There is no need to
emphasize the trite observation that our “pursuit” should be “com-
mon” (I borrow from F.R. Leavis, The Common Pursuif) and no excuse
not to make it so with the Internet now at our fingertips. Within
the contemporary world of literary and historical scholarship in
Arabic, the North African zone seems currently to be one of the
most promising. One is tempted to observe that today the North
Africans are playing the role, which one might call theoretically
daring, that was once played by the Andalusians.

A fourth and final reason to welcome this volume is that several
contributions seem to go off the beaten track, that is to say the
canon of “great texts,” in order to investigate the rhetoric of texts
not commonly regarded as part of that canon. This in itself is a
highly desirable invitation to reconsider one major concern of intel-
lectual history today, the debate surrounding what one might call
the canon and the sub-canon. Let me illustrate. Among the more
fascinating essays of William Hazlitt is one entitled “My First Acquain-
tance with Poets,” where he draws a portrait of Coleridge as a con-
versationalist, a portrait that must itself rank as part of the canon
of English essay writing. One passage runs as follows:

He considered Bishop Butler as a true philosopher, a profound and
conscientious thinker, a genuine reader of nature and of his own mind.
He did not speak of his Analogy, but of his Sermons at the Rolls’ Chapel,
of which I had never heard. Coleridge somehow always contrived to
prefer the unknown to the known.! [Hazlitt’s Italics]

It may very well be that Coleridge was an early champion of the
sub-canon. He may also, of course, have been showing off; in this

! William Hazlitt: The Fight and Other Whitings, Harmondsworth: Penguin Classics,
2000, 254. I presume that when a text becomes a Penguin Classic, this is one entry
point into the canon.
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particular case, however, he was not, since Hazlitt eventually read
the Sermons and did indeed find them superior to the better-known
works. But apart from such considerations, there exists that which
concerns our own field in the contemporary debate over the con-
cept of the canon alluded to above. The terms of that debate are
eloquently put by Annabel Brett:

Languages and discourses conceived in this way are not limited to elite
productions, a few “great texts.” The great texts are written in idioms
or rhetorics which may be shared with many not-so-great texts of the
most varied provenance: occasional pamphlets, cheap novels, newspa-
pers—they are all grist to the intellectual historian’s mill. For although
the “great texts” may and will always fascinate, they did not invent the languages
i which they speak (albeit they may move them on or subvert them in some way),
and hence making sense of what they are about can never be limited to their study
alone* [My Italics]

Given the immense volume of our medieval Arabic materials, both
canon and sub-canon, it seems to me that the time has come for us
to enrich this debate. The volume to which I am privileged to pen
this brief message of welcome is surely a harbinger of that time.

Tarif Khalidi Beirut, February 2005

? Annabel Brett: What is Intellectual History Now?, in: David Cannadine (ed.):
What s History Now, Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2002, p. 118.






PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This volume of collected studies in classical Arabic literature and
Islam is the result of an international enterprise. It consists of six-
teen chapters written by scholars of Arabic and Islamic studies from
Europe, the Middle East, and North America. Given the recently
increased interest in Arabic culture and Islam, exemplified by the
public’s demand for more in-depth information, this publication is
dedicated to casting light on a spectrum of issues in the classical lit-
erary and intellectual heritage of Islam, which are—due to their uni-
versal relevance—of interest not only to specialists in Arabic and
Islamic studies, but also to a wider readership as well.

The book discusses a number of aspects which characterize the
literature, life, and scholarship in Arabic-Islamic society at different
historical periods. While underscoring the complexity and progres-
sive nature of Islamic thought in medieval times, it points to a cul-
tural specificity of Islam that facilitated the advancement of intellectual
life and the formation of “modern” societies, even by today’s stan-
dards. Furthermore, the book highlights such aspects as the creative
interaction of Muslim scholars with different cultures in their attempt
to refine and add to existing fields of knowledge, and the high esteem
that knowledge and education are granted in Islam in general. It
deals with non-Muslim literary and scholarly activities in the realm
of Islam (a notion that challenges the stereotype of the exclusivity
of religious societies), and explores controversial issues such as fem-
inism and Islam, and the role of female figures in early Islamic his-
tory as portrayed in the classical sources, to mention just a few topics.

Thematically, the studies presented here are united in their pri-
mary objective which is to pursue Ideas, Images, and Methods of Portrayal
in selected classical Arabic texts. Methodologically, these studies have
in common a rigid focus on primary sources, the use of philological-
analytical approaches, and the due consideration they give to the
specifics of the Arabic literary tradition. These aspects are worth
mentioning since the application of theory-oriented methods and
methodologies as offered by contemporary literary theory, cultural
studies, and social sciences is also a distinguishing feature of the con-
tributions included here.
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The topics dealt with in the book have been arranged in an
approximately chronological order. This should help the reader to
follow, to some extent, the general course of historical and literary
developments in Islam. A chronological rather than a thematic design
was chosen to make it easier to handle the material, and the chap-
ters themselves will demonstrate that each topic has its own special
merits and concerns that fully justify their inclusion in this book.

Thus this volume hopes to offer original and fresh Insights into
Classical Arabic Literature and Islam, insights that intend to stimulate
thought and further the appreciation and understanding of the com-
plexity and distinctiveness of Arabic-Islamic culture and civilization.

* ok %k

Thanks are due to a number of colleagues and friends who sup-
ported the preparation of this book.

First of all, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to those
senior scholars who readily agreed to referee one or more of the
contributions included here. I am indebted to Hilary Kilpatrick
(Lausanne), Amikam Elad (Jerusalem), Geert Jan van Gelder (Oxford),
Amir Harrak (Toronto), Maher Jarrar (Beirut), Alexander Knysh
(Michigan, Ann Arbor), Todd Lawson (Toronto), Gregor Schocler
(Basel) and, in particular, to Michael Marmura (Toronto). Their
comments and constructive critique were most helpful and encour-
aging to both the authors and the editor of this book.

I am particularly grateful to Tarif Khalidi, Shaykh Zayid Professor
of Arabic and Islamic Studies at the American University in Beirut,
who agreed to write the Foreword for this book. His stimulating
thoughts are most appreciated.

I also wish to thank Professors Wadad Kadi (Chicago) and Rothraud
Wieland (Wirzburg) for accepting this book in Brill’s Islamic History
and Civilization series. Professor Kadi in particular provided me with
much invaluable advice in the final stage of this book’s publication,
for which I would like to thank her warmly.

A final word of appreciation goes to Trudy Kamperveen and
Birgitta Poelmans, Editors at Brill Academic Publishers, for their
assistance at the various stages of this book’s publication.

Sebastian Giinther Toronto, February 2005



INTRODUCTION

All seeing is essentially perspective, and so is all knowing. The more emotions we
allow to speak in a gwen malter, the more dyferent eyes we can put on in order
to view a gen spectacle, the more complete will be our conception of i, the greater
our “objectivity.”

Friedrich Nietzsche (1844—1900)'

Classical Arabic literature is valued both as a source of firsthand
insights into key aspects of culture, civilization, and society in the
realm of Islam, and for the ample and significant contributions it
has made to world literature. This view is due, in particular, to the
fact that classical Arabic writings echo so well the feelings, attitudes,
customs, conventions, and ideas current at the time when they were
composed. In fact, classical Arabic texts often seem to reflect human
circumstances and developments more accurately than any other
form of cultural expression in medieval Arabic-Islamic society. This
assessment holds true regardless of whether these texts belong to
belles-lettres or scholarly literature, and whether they are composed in
verse or in rhyming, rhetorical, or narrative prose. Hence, it can be
argued that the vividness of classical Arabic literature offers the reader
an exceptional opportunity to encounter the intellectual world of
Islam in which it thrived, to resurrect some of its main figures, and
to re-live and learn from their experiences.

This literature permits us, for instance, to listen to the poet’s nos-
talgic reminiscences about the happiness he shared with his beloved,
and the sorrow he feels at her loss; or to picture him paying trib-
ute to his tribe, or to his patron’s life and warfare. Through it, we
can become acquainted with the eloquence and sophistication of the
orator, be amused by the aneccdotes of the light-hearted skeptic,
moved by the melancholic-philosophical views of the pessimist, or
fascinated—and sometimes troubled—by the multitude of voices in
the accounts of the Prophetic Tradition that invite us to share in
the greatness of the time when the Quran was revealed.

' Genealogy of Morals, in: “The Birth of Tragedy’ and “The Genealogy of Morals,’
Translated by Francis Golffing, New York: Anchor Press, 1956, 255.
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Story-tellers charm us with their refined narrative techniques in
relating historical, legendary, and fabulous stories. Medieval Muslim
scholars make us participate in their quest for knowledge and engage
us in their study circles. In their anthologies and chronicles, they
speak of the precious manuscripts and the wealthy libraries they have
consulted. They inform us about their working methods, professional
goals and ideals, or their intellectual and, perhaps, political agendas.
Classical Arabic littérateurs and sages simply astonish us with the
explicitness of their images, the power of their ideas, and the flow
of their arguments, which are so eloquently presented in epistles,
treatises, and monographs.

These observations emphasize two points. First, classical Arabic
writing—like literature in general—is a practice in which the authors
advance or renew literature. In other words, classical Arabic litera-
ture 1is, implicitly, a reflection of itself: its language, rhetorical figures,
structures, styles, aesthetics, and methods of argumentation and writ-
ing. This insight is worth noting, for it encourages research to be
directed toward the basic characteristics of a text, such as meaning
and language; content, form and style; ideas and the means of
expounding and promoting them. Second, classical Arabic literature,
with its refreshing diversity of genres and forms of expression, its
abundance of concepts, intellectual discourses, and aesthetic impli-
cations, constitutes a wealth of human values and accumulated knowl-
edge that merits full attention and appreciation. It thus presents itself
as a source of wisdom, intellectual inspiration, and delight that has
lost none of its appeal even in the 21st century.

Objectives and approaches

Contemporary literary and cultural theory offers the student of clas-
sical Arabic literature a broad spectrum of methodologies and
approaches. These range from liberal humanism, structuralism, post-
structuralism and deconstruction, and post-modernism, to psychoan-
alytic and feminist criticism, new historicism, stylistics, and narratology.
A number of findings advanced by these theories and philosophies
have proven useful when applied to the topics tackled in this volume.

Yet, with regard to the studies presented here, it is also appro-
priate to specifically mention two more basic—though antithetical—
project models of literary research. The first advocates approaches,
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methodologies, and theories broadly classed as “socio-historical,” while
the second is often characterized as “immanence-based” or “imma-
nence-oriented.” While the first position rests on critical and theo-
retical processes that regard knowledge as contextually based, the
second position takes the text itself as its object of analysis, and does
so irrespective of such contexts as the author’s background, the his-
tory of the text’s reception, and so forth. In other words, the for-
mer view essentially understands literature in a historical context
whereas the latter does not and, therefore, occasionally attracts epi-
thets such as “transcendental” and “ahistorical.”

In recent years, hermeneutics and poetics have played an effective
role in grounding the study of classical Arabic literature in a more
rigorously defined theoretical framework, a development that is
reflected to some degree in this book. Hermeneutics, as is known,
usually starts with texts and asks what they mean; it seeks to inter-
pret or reinterpret texts in order to gain better and, often, new
insights into the human condition. It is a theory of interpretation
that comes from, and is particularly useful in, the fields of religion
and law (where people seek to understand the meaning of authori-
tative legal or sacred texts in order to decide how to act). In contrast,
poetics is based on linguistics. It starts with attested meanings and
attempts to understand how texts achieve the effects that they do.

Theoretical positions of this kind direct attention to some of the
trajectories taken in this book. In fact, they help us to determine
more precisely a number of the major issues that this volume wishes
to address. These are as follows:

1) the genesis of selected classical Arabic texts as the products of cer-
tain milieus that include the authors’ intellectual, religious, and
societal frameworks;

2) the wmplications that these texts had for the reality of early and
medieval Islamic society and the ¢ffects they had on it;

3) the ideas which the classical Arabic scholars addressed and com-
municated in these texts, and the #mages which they presented;

4) the form and content of these texts, as two main carriers and pro-
moters of ideas in literature, and the relationship between them.

? Steven Earnshaw: The Directions of Literary Theory, Basingstoke, Hampshire:
Macmillan, 1996, 2.
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This approach takes into account and reinforces the idea that poets
and writers are often more sensitive than other groups when it comes
to cultural tensions and changes. On the other hand, it affirms the
idea that Islam, with its dynamic diversity of virtues and beliefs, was
the main source, impetus, and reason for the intellectual activities
of Muslim scholars, and ponders the ways in which medieval Muslim
writers used specific methods and modes of portrayal, whether overtly
or in a more subtle manner, to advance their ideas and bring them
to fruition. This aspect of research, as will be shown, often includes
discussion of various literary particularities of texts, whether struc-
tural, stylistic, or aesthetic.

This volume, however, also deals with such questions as: How do
classical Arabic texts achieve the meanings and effects they do? How
is language organized? How and to what effect are poetic and rhetor-
ical devices being used? And what conventions and codes of con-
ventions make certain literary structures possible? Furthermore,
epistemological facets of research include the mechanisms that cause
and enable the reader or the recipient of the text to identify allu-
sions, plots, themes, and genres, and that engage him in a (symbolic)
interpretation of the ideas and images presented in a given text and
context.

The detection of textual characteristics of this kind in particular
will eventually help advance our understanding not only of why, but
also of how, writers in a specific environment expressed their points
of view and participated in intellectual discourses. It may also dis-
close, for example, how the images of historically or religiously impor-
tant figures in Arabic-Islamic culture have been developed in literary
writings over time, and how they have been shaped in the process
of their “literarization.” In fact, some of the mechanisms and devices
identified in the classical texts under discussion may even inspire
today’s reader to reread or reinterpret these texts in an alternative,
non-dogmatic and, perhaps, post-modern way.

The terms “classical” and “Literature”

In view of the book’s thematic scope, two more points deserve to
be addressed briefly. One relates to the term “literature.” In this
publication, the term is used in an inclusive rather than exclusive
way. Thus “literature” stands for a larger category of exemplary
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Arabic writings and thought in the pre-modern period, rather than
merely the main form of classical Arabic belles-lettres.” This is because
classical Arabic scholarship itself did not confine “literature,” adab,
to fictional or imaginary prose. Rather, in medieval times, adab
(including its attested use as “literature”) epitomized the humanist
concerns of Arabic-Islamic culture and civilization. The celebrated
historian, sociologist, and philosopher Ibn Khaldan (d. 1406 C.E.)
expresses this notion in his discussion of “the discipline of literature,”
Um al-adab, when he states:

[Philologists] who wanted to define this discipline said: “Literature is
expert knowledge of the poetry and history of the Arabs as well as
the possession of some knowledge regarding every science.”

Hence, it stood for the kind of writing that was “either morally and
spiritually edifying or else entertaining through mastery of language
and verbal skill.” Furthermore, let us not forget that the modern
Western understanding of literature as “imaginative writing” is only
two centuries old. Prior to 1800, “literature” in English (and the
analogous terms in other European languages) meant “writings” or
“book knowledge.”

It is for these reasons that this volume includes studies of both
“literary” and “non-literary” texts, and not simply because the new

% This view is in line with a definition that determines literature as “an art by
which expression is achieved in language.” Cf. Lascelles Abercrombie: Principles of
Literary Criticism, London: High Hill Books, 1960, 21. Interestingly, conversation and
speeches as such are conventionally not regarded as “literature,” although one speaks
of the art, meaning the skill, of conversation and speech. This is because in litera-
ture the art, or skill, is only in words. In conversation, in contrast, the skill is in the
use of personality, sometimes more so than in the use of words. Indeed, poetry is
designed to be recited and plays are written to be performed. However, the liter-
ary art in both of these categories of text is substantially the same whether it is spo-
ken aloud or read in silence (cf. id. 22). See esp. chapter one, which deals with
speeches i literature or, more precisely, speeches that have become literature.

* Franz Rosenthal (trans.): Ibn Khaldin: Mugaddimah. An Introduction to History,
London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1958, i1, 340-341. For the definition of adab
as “the literary scholarship of a cultivated man,” see S.A. Bonebakker: chapter “Adab
and the concept of belles-lettres,” in: J. Ashtiany et al. (eds.): ‘Abbasid Belles-Lettres,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990, 16-30; and I.M. Lapidus: Knowledge,
Virtue, and Action: The Classical Muslim Conception of Adab and the Nature of
Religious Fulfillment in Islam, in: B.D. Metcalf (ed.): Moral Conduct and Authority: The
Place of Adab wmn South Asian Islam, Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California
Press, 1984, 39-61.

> M.M. Badawi: A Short History of Modern Arabic Literature, Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2001 ('1993), 10.
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historicism gives equal weight to both these types of texts, and per-
ceives them as constantly informing and interrogating each other.
First and foremost, however, it is due to the fact that “non-literary”
classical Arabic texts are often splendid sources for “literary” analy-
sis: for their fine use of language, rhetorical figures and sophisticated
structures, and their exemplary methods of argumentation.

As for the term “classical,” when used within the framework of
Arabic literature it underscores two principal qualities of Arabic texts:
(a) their fine, balanced, and proportionate use of the Arabic lan-
guage, and (b) the time of their origin, i.e. the period between the
6th and 13th centuries C.E. The latter characteristic, however, is
not meant to undermine the widely-held notion that the period from
the 9th to the 11th century is often termed the “Golden Age” of
classical Arabic literature.

Research topics and trajectories

Due to the breadth and complexity of the topics dealt with in this
publication, a few main points from each chapter will be highlighted
here.

Chapter One, “Context Equivalence: A Hitherto Insufficiently Studied
Use of the Quran in Political Speeches from the Early Period of
Islam,” by Stephan Dihne, deals with a feature of Arabic eloquence
that has a long and genuine tradition in Arabic-Islamic culture:
speeches. This paper studies four political sermons included in the
widely-known historical and literary compilations of such 9th and
10th century scholars as al-Zubayr ibn Bakkar, al-Jahiz, al-Baladhuri,
al-Tabari, Ibn ‘Abdrabbih, and Abu l-Faraj al-Isfahani. Two of the
speeches discussed are attributed to individuals from the 8th cen-
tury, while the two others belong to figures from the 9th century.

Dihne brings to the fore certain intertextual elements—“allu-
sions”—in these speeches, in which there are frequent references to
the Quran. However, his analysis does not focus primarily on these
references, but rather on what he calls “context equivalence.” According
to Déhne, “context equivalence” depends on two factors or processes
that can be summarized as follows: First, by placing fragments of
quoted quranic “text” in the (new) “context” of the speech, a
modification of the original quranic “meaning” of the quoted quranic
“wording” is achieved; and second, the association of the “context”
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of the given speech with the “context” of the Quran evokes in the
minds of the audience the greatness of the time of the revelation
and, thus, surrounds the political speech with an aura of sacredness.

Interestingly enough, this technique of intertextual referencing fur-
ther highlights the fact that in the speeches studied, we are not only
faced with a continuation of an earlier text (the Quran) in a later one
(the speech), but also with an echo of ideas that the quranic word-
ing encapsulates and reflections of situations that it depicts.

Chapters two and three direct our attention toward issues of a
different nature. They deal with the relation between literature and
historical context (i.e. the impact reality had on the development of
literature and vice versa), and with the relation of literature to such
larger structures as the conventions of particular literary genres. Both
chapters are concerned with the literary activities of Christian schol-
arship in early Islam; one focuses on Syriac literature in Syro-Palestine
during the 7th century, and the other on early Christian polemical
writing in Arabic from the end of 8th and the beginning of the 9th
century.

Chapter Two, “Classical Heritage and New Literary Forms: Liter-
ary Activities of Christians during the Umayyad Period,” by Ute
Pietruschka, discusses the phenomenon of preference given in Syriac
literature to certain literary themes and forms. This study argues
that in the first century of Islam, Syriac scholarship was character-
ized by the renewal of traditional literary forms, the development of
new literary forms, and the growing importance of oral elements in
literary production. These developments in the Syriac scholarly tra-
dition were specifically designed to attract a broader Christian audi-
ence with the purpose of warding off the danger of a further growth
in the number of Christians converting to Islam; a serious challenge
for the Christian communities in an increasingly islamicized society.

It was in the context of a rapidly emerging Islamic state that, for
Christian scholarship, rhetoric became an effective literary tool for
inter-faith discussions with Muslims. As a result, not only did Syriac
scholarship adapt to the fundamental changes of society set in motion
by the Muslim conquest of Syria and Palestine, but literary activi-
ties among Syriac scholars increased noticeably. This development
was also accompanied by a general growth in cultural, spiritual, and
religious self-consciousness among the Christian intellectual elite in
the Syro-Palestinian region vis-a-vis both their Muslim counterparts
in Islamic lands and their fellow Christians in Byzantium.
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Chapter Three, “Refuting the Charge of Tafif: Abu R@’ita (d. ca.
835) and his First Risala on the Holy Trinity,” by Sandra Toenies
Keating, rests on the premise that a major theme in Muslim-Christian
polemics has been the Muslim claim that significant portions of the
Torah and Gospels have been falsified by Jews and Christians. This
charge of tahrif, “alteration,” arguably lies at the heart of every the-
ological disagreement between Muslims and Christians. Among the
first Christians to respond to the allegation was Habib ibn Khidma
Abu Ra’ita, a Jacobite from the ancient city of TakrTt near Baghdad.

This study insightfully elucidates how Abu Ra’ita—taking advan-
tage of the rising interest of the Muslims in Hellenistic philosophy—
attempts to convince his readership of the reliability of the Christian
scriptures by establishing the reasonableness of the Trinity. In keep-
ing with this objective, he lays out his arguments in a manner suit-
able to address both Christian and Muslim readers.

This approach of Abti Ra’ita’s is a unique adaptation of earlier
polemical methods to a new religious and intellectual milieu. In Aba
Ra’ita’s treatise, this adaptation results in a rather “organic fusion”
of form and content, which bears elegantly the author’s opinion. In
fact, this “organic fusion” helps him to communicate to his reader-
ship a high degree of sincerity. It is interesting to note that this sin-
cerity is not only noticeable in the author’s intention befund the work,
but also very much within the language of the treatise itself.

Chapter Four, “Meeting the Patron: An Akhbar Type and its Implica-
tions for Muhdath Poetry,” by Beatrice Gruendler, consists of two
parts. The first is concerned with “modern” (muhdath) poets from the
carly ‘Abbasid period (end of the 8th/beginning of the 9th century)
who set out to challenge established literary taste and poetic tradi-
tion by using—in the view of their contemporaries—avant-garde
poetic forms, styles, and themes. The lives of these poets are exam-
ined through some captivating narrative passages that are included
in five compilations from the end of the 9th to the first half of the
10th century. Surprisingly enough, in these compilations one finds
the “modern” poets depicted as successful, for the most part, in their
quests for patronage and, therefore, enjoying secure social status.
This picture i1s the more astonishing given the ongoing querelle des
anciens et des modernes in early ‘Abbasid times.

In the second part of her essay, Gruendler contextualizes these
observations. Here she studies the professions of the authors of the
9th and 10th century compilations under discussion, along with their
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positions in society and the agendas underlying their works. This
leads to another insight in that these compilers apparently had the
declared intention to support “modern” poetry by portraying its rep-
resentatives in the best possible light. In this part of the essay, both
the material and the focus of analysis change from the study of
selected texts to an examination of the socio-historical framework
surrounding them.

This methodological shift in research hints at a point significant
to this and to several of the following chapters. It is the notion that
descriptive classical Arabic texts often do not simply reflect and record
data, or reality, but instead they create and shape it by generating a
web of shifting, multi-faceted and often ambiguous meanings. The
final determination of meanings, however, is ultimately in the eye of
the beholder (as will become clear also in chapters eight to ten,
fifteen and sixteen).’

The dynamic developments characterizing intellectual culture in
the early ‘Abbasid period are also given prominence in Chapter Five,
although it studies a very different body of classical Arabic texts.
“Advice for Teachers: The 9th Century Muslim Scholars Ibn Sahnan
and al-Jahiz on Pedagogy and Didactics,” by Sehastian Giinther,
deals with the genre of “rules of conduct for teachers and students.”
This is a remarkable sub-category of classical Arabic literature that
has received little attention from modern scholarship thus far. In
particular, this chapter scrutinizes two of the very earliest Arabic
treatises devoted to educational theory and practice in Islam. These
two treatises stand out in the history of ideas not only for their early
date of origin, but also for the abundance and originality of the edu-
cational ideas they contain.

In this article, discursive analysis tackles such aspects of these
two texts as their socio-political context, and their literary-historical,
literary-stylistic, and educational dimensions. A catalogue of solid
data is established (one of the goals of hermeneutics) which, it is
hoped, will contribute to increasing the understanding of the edu-
cational foundations of a “learning society,” as represented by Muslim
civilization between the 9th and the 11th centuries.

Among the educational aspects discussed, three points seem to be
particularly striking. One relates to the sincerity and enthusiasm with

b Peter Barry: Beginning Theory. An Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory, second
edition, Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 2002, 35, 61.
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which both Ibn Sahntin and al-Jahiz promote such virtues as mod-
esty, patience, and a passion for working with youth. This notion
seems to anticipate the idea of the father-son relationship between
teacher and student, which will become an issue of major significance
in the mystical writings of al-Ghazalt (d. 1111) and the works of
other Muslim scholars of later times. A second point concerns the
remarkable variety of teaching topics that Ibn Sahntn and al-Jahiz
indicate for the 9th century curriculum at the elementary and higher
levels of Islamic education. Finally, a third aspect relates to the impor-
tance that al-Jahiz credits to books, reading, and writing, for the
stimulating effects these have on independent thinking and intellec-
tual creativity. In fact, since the teacher instructs in reading, writ-
ing, and calculation—the “pillars” of human civilization as al-Jahiz
calls them—he deserves praise and special recognition in society.

Chapter Six, “Medieval Muslim Scholarship and Social Network
Analysis: A Study of the Basra/Kufa Dichotomy in Arabic Grammar,”
by Monique Bernards, is a fresh contribution to the ongoing debate
among modern scholars about the early history of Arabic grammar
and the assumed formation of two distinct schools of grammar: Basran
and Kufan.

Bernards tackles the question head-on with the novel application
of social network analysis, a well-established method in the social
sciences, to the study of classical Arabic grammarians. The focus of
her research is the social relationships between Basran and Kufan
grammarians during the period from 200 to 250 A.H. (815 to
865 C.E.).

Contrary to what has been assumed to date, Bernards concludes
from the examined data that there is no indication whatsoever for
a Basran/Kufan dichotomy. This negative finding holds true despite
the fact that Sibawayh’s Kitab—the most prestigious classical refer-
ence work of Arabic grammar—seems to have been transmitted
exclusively by Basran grammarians during the period under consid-
eration.

Chapter Seven, “The Contribution of the Mawali to the Six Sunnite
Canonical Hadith Collections,” by John A. Nawas, addresses the oft-
made contention that the mawali (non-Arab converts to Islam; “new”
Muslims) had a more significant role in the development of the reli-
gious sciences in Islam than did the Arabs. Specific attention is paid
here to the contribution of both the mawali and the Arabs to the
corpus of Prophetic Tradition (Hadith). Nawas’ analysis is based on
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data derived from thousands of biographical entries, and shows, in
fact, that the contribution to the religious sciences, in terms of the
number of contributors, was approximately the same for both the
mawali and the Arabs. This finding disproves an oft-quoted state-
ment of I. Goldziher’s, according to which a numerical count of
individuals would identify the mawali as the majority in this regard.
There 13 essentially no evidence to conclude that the Arabs would
have played a less significant role in establishing and advancing
Hadith than did the mawali.

Chapters eight to ten, and fifteen, explore phenomena such as the
literarization and image-formation of significant early Muslim figures
in classical Arabic sources, along with the role that the “collective
memory” of the Muslim community and the “editorial work” of the
compilers played in this regard. Identification of these phenomena
helps advance a better understanding of the dynamics and com-
plexities inherent in the development of Islamic thought.

Chapter Eight, “The Portrayal of the Haj as a Context for Women’s
Exegesis: Textual Evidence in al-Bukhart’s (d. 870) al-Sahih,” by Aisha
Geissinger, 1s based on the fact that the canonical Sunnite Hadith
collections contain a significant number of traditions concerning the
pilgrimage to Mecca that are narrated by female contemporaries of
the Prophet Muhammad. The article examines three such traditions
(hadiths) that al-Bukhari—author of the most highly respected com-
pilation of prophetic traditions among Sunni Muslims—included in
his chapter on quranic exegesis.

Geissinger’s study demonstrates that these fadiths are not isolated
traditions that are arbitrarily traced back to ‘A’isha bint Abi Bakr
(d. 678). Rather, they appear to be part of al-Bukhart’s depiction of
the pilgrimage, both as a communal act of worship and as a topic
in exegesis, concerning which some women exercised a certain degree
of religious authority within the early Muslim community.

Examination of these hadiths in al-Bukhart’s al-Sahih—and of related
accounts traced back to women in such works as the Muwatta® of
Malik (d. 795) and the 7abagat of Ibn Sa‘d (d. 845)—leads, among
other things, to the following conclusion: al-BukharT’s portrayal of
‘A’isha bint Abi Bakr as the pre-eminent female authority on the
ritual of the pilgrimage is shaped by his views about what constitutes
acceptable proof of prophetic practice (sunna) and what does not. As
a result, while a number of early female experts on the pilgrimage
ritual appear in the works of Malik and Ibn Sa‘d, in al-BukharT’s
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discussion of the pilgrimage most of them are either marginalized
or absent.

Chapter Nine, “Image Formation of an Islamic Legend: Fatima, the
Daughter of the Prophet Muhammad,” by Verena Klemm, pursues
the questions of how, in the process of literarization, historical indi-
viduals are transformed into heroes of legends, and how biography
becomes hagiography. Despite the scant historically proven data on
the lives of eminent figures from early Islam,’ the study closely exam-
ines the biographical and hagiographical data on Fatima (d. 633) in
both Sunnite and Shiite texts. Emphasis is placed on the examina-
tion of textual devices that promote representations of Fatima as a
holy person.

Klemm arrives at a number of significant findings. While Sunnite
narratives, such as in Ibn Sa‘d’s biographical dictionary and the lit-
erature of Prophetic Tradition, provide a portrait of Fatima that is
rather indefinite and sketchy (she is confined to her relationships to
her father and husband), Shiite accounts appear to relate a more
complex religious vita. These accounts place Fatima at the center of
a web of references that include figures from the transcendental and
imaginary worlds of Islam in medieval times. Additionally, some
Shiite accounts rely on motifs and narrative techniques known from
folk stories and fairy-tales and seem to serve very effectively as a
medium to convey Shiite teachings to wider circles of believers. Fur-
thermore, Fatima’s great piety, love, motherliness, devotion to family,
and tolerance are emphasized to such an extent that these charac-
teristics make her an ideal Muslim woman. Interestingly enough, at
times Shiite accounts also portray Fatima as an apocalyptic advo-
cate and avenger. Given the specifics of Shiite experiences and visions,
she appears here as a role model for Shiite eschatology and salva-
tion history.

Issues of image-formation in classical Arabic texts also play a major
role in Chapter Ten, with “Narratives and Character Development:
al-Tabarf and al-Baladhurt on Late Umayyad History, by Steven C.
Judd. This study is based on the fact that the narrator’s voice is

7 See also Harald Motzki (ed.): The Biography of Muhammad. The Issue of the Sources,
Leiden: Brill, 2000 (= Islamic History and Civilization. Studies and Texts 32), especially
the editor’s introduction; and A.J. Cameron: Aba Dharr al-Ghufari: An examination of
hus image in the hagiography of Islam, London: Luzac, 1973. (= Onental Translation Fund.
New Series XLIL.)
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usually hidden in early Islamic historical sources, many of which are
often collections of earlier material organized to accommodate the
structure of the later medieval compilers’ work. The study thus exam-
ines how al-Baladhuri (d. ca. 892) and al-Tabari (d. 923), two cel-
cbhrated classical Arabic historians, edited the material they culled
from earlier works to create “their” narratives of late Umayyad his-
tory. In fact, it is shown that their decisions about what to include
or omit from earlier sources reveal their interpretations of the rea-
sons for the Umayyads’ swift demise. It is skillfully demonstrated that
careful parallel readings of classical Arabic historical texts can help
us come to a better understanding of how early Muslim historians
discreetly inserted their own voices into compilations of earlier mate-
rial. We are made aware of the fact that the early Muslim histori-
ans’ editing of the material they incorporated into their books is, in
fact, a form of narration.®

Chapter Eleven, “The Alchemy of Happiness: Al-GhazalT’s Rimiya and
the Origins of the Khwajagan-Nagshbandiyya Principles,” by Alexei
A. Khismatulin, consists of two parts. Part One studies the Aimipa,
or “Alchemy,” al-Ghazal’s main Persian work, based on its oldest
known manuscript preserved in St. Petersburg, Russia. The contents
and structure of the ARimipya are examined in comparison with al-
Ghazal’s main work in Arabic, Ihya” ‘ulum al-din, or “Revitalization
of the Religious Sciences.” Contrary to the opinion held in modern
scholarship, Khismatulin argues that the Kimgya is not simply a popular
Persian abridgment of al-Ghazalt’s magnum opus, the Ihya’, but an
independent work deliberately composed in Persian. Attention is also
drawn to the fact that the Zhya has “prologues” (khutbas) to each of
its forty “books,” while the Kimiya has only one at the very beginning.

Part Two deals more specifically with the spiritual-religious prin-
ciples of guidance for the mystic, featured in both the Aimiya and
the Ihya’. These principles are compared with those of the Khwajagan-
Nagshbandiyya Sufi brotherhood as contained in a later Persian
work, the Rashahat ‘ayn al-hayat (“Drops from the Well-Spring of
Eternal Life”), by Fakhr al-Din al-Wa‘iz Kashiff (d. 1531). Since the

8 See also Robert H. Canary and Henry Kozicki (eds.): The Whiting of History:
Literary Form and Historical Understanding, Wisconsin: The University of Wisconsin Press,
1978; and S. Gunther: “... nor have I learned it from any book of theirs.” Abu 1-Faraj
al-Isfahant: A Medieval Arabic Author at Work, in: R. Brunner et al. (eds.): Islamstudien
ohne Ende. Festschrift fiir den Islamwissenschafiler Werner Ende, Wiirzburg: Ergon, 2002,
139-153.
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principles in al-Ghazalt’s works and those in Kashiff’s closely resem-
ble each other, Khismatulin pursues the important question of their
origin and, perhaps, common roots.

It is also interesting to note that in Khismatulin’s study we encounter
again the khutba practiced in classical Islam. In contrast to Dédhne’s
research (chapter one), however, Khismatulin looks at this phenom-
enon as embedded strictly in the written tradition. Khismatulin’s
analysis of the fortieth khutba of the Ihya’, then, serves to expose its
multidimensional—or matrix—structure, in which each reference, or
“link,” refers the reader to one particular passage in the Quran.
Thus, it is shown, a hypertext structure is being generated with mul-
tiple references and links (similar to a computer website). On this
point, the research results reached by Dihne and Khismatulin, car-
ried out independently, turn out to complement each other.

Chapter Twelve, “Taglid of the Philosophers: al-Ghazali’s Initial
Accusation in his 7ahafut,” by Frank Griffel, analyzes the five brief
chapters that precede the discussion of philosophical doctrines in al-
Ghazalr’s Tahafut al-falasifa (“The Incoherence (or Inconsistency) of
the Philosophers”). The Tahafut is a work written by the theologian
al-Ghazali in about 1095 to refute twenty key teachings of the philo-
sophical movement in Islam, the falasifa, because they were objec-
tionable to Sunnite Islam and inconsistent in and of themselves. The
focus of Griffel’s study, however, is not the main body of this work,
but its various “introductions,” or “presumptions,” based on al-
GhazalT’s own statements on the main objective of the 7ahafut.

Griffel’s study maintains that there is an overall argument that
embraces the twenty discussions. In fact, it seems that al-Ghazalt
perceived the Tahafut as a “refutation” (radd) of the Muslim philo-
sophical movement, and that he was the first to write such a refu-
tation. I'urthermore, it is argued that al-Ghazalr’s main criticism of
the falasifa pertained to their uncritical acceptance of the view that
philosophy could give “demonstrative proofs” of their teachings, even
though the falasifa’s arguments were, in fact, far from demonstrative.
It is concluded that the falasifa appear to have “believed” in their
epistemological superiority just as the Muslim theologians “believed”
in the teachings of the Quran. However, while the latter could claim
to have the authority of God’s Word on their side, the falasifa’s belief
in their superior knowledge was, for al-Ghazali, nothing but vain
laglid, that is, the “uncritical emulation” of such authorities from the
past as Plato and Aristotle.
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Chapter Thirteen, ““The Spread of Zahirism in post-Caliphal al-
Andalus: The Evidence from the Biographical Dictionaries,” by
Camilla Adang, is based on a thorough examination of innumerable
passages in medieval Arabic biographical dictionaries. Biographical
dictionaries constitute a genre of medieval Arabic literature that is
considered to be an indispensable source in any attempt to recon-
struct the history of specific categories of individuals in Muslim soci-
ety. This is particularly true in the case of the now extinct Zahirt
(“exoteric” or “literalist”) school of law (madhhab), which has not left
a significant corpus of legal texts that could provide us with addi-
tional information about its members.

Given these circumstances, Adang’s study charts the spread of the
ZahirT madhhab in al-Andalus (Islamic Spain) in the period ca. 1050
to 1150, i.e. after the death of its foremost representative, the reli-
gious scholar and man of letters Ibn Hazm of Cordoba (d. 1064).
To obtain the fullest picture possible, her research is not restricted
to dictionaries of legal scholars, nor to Andalusian dictionaries. Rather,
it includes works on poets and grammarians and, moreover, extends
to non-Andalusian dictionaries, which at times provide information
not encountered in the Andalusian works.

Close examination of the evidence provided in these sources leads
to two important conclusions. First, although the Zahirls were a small
minority in al-Andalus, they had gained ground and were perceived
as a threat by the dominant Maliki school. Second, despite the mar-
ginal position of the ZahirT school, its individual members by no
means lived on the fringes of Andalusian social life, but were fully
integrated into it. These findings represent a significant addition to
our understanding of a critical time in the history of ideas in Islam.

Chapter Fourteen, “Working within Structure. Al-ZamakhsharT (d. 1144):
A Late Mu‘tazilite Quran Commentator at Work,” by Andrew J.
Lane, draws attention to the fact that, although the title of al-Zamakh-
shar?’s Quran commentary, al-Rashshaf, is well known, the com-
mentary itself has not been studied in a sustained and systematic
way. While such scholars as Goldziher, Smith, Calder, and Rippin
invariably mention the “influence” of al-Zamakhshar?’s Mu‘tazilism
on his commentary (some even speak of his “Mu‘tazilite method”),
critical questions remain concerning: (a) the material, whether
Mu‘tazilite or not, which actually is to be found in the Rashshaf, and
(b) how al-ZamakhsharT went about his exegetical task when com-
posing it.
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To answer these questions, Lane meticulously examines al-Zamakh-
sharT’s commentary on two particular suras, Quran 44 and 54. He
reaches two significant conclusions that would contradict what has
conventionally been assumed in modern scholarship. These are, first,
that al-ZamakhsharT’s Rashshafis a traditional “chained commentary”
(tafstr musalsal) in which the commentator used:

(a) techniques well-established and well-known in medieval Muslim
scholarship, including tafsir al-Qur’an bi-l-Qur’an and masa’il wa-
ajwiba, 1.e. using the Quran itself to answer questions raised in
the Quran, and the application of a question-and-answer pattern
as a structural scheme for commentary; and that he made use of

(b) traditional materials such as gia’at and asbab al-nuzil, texts con-
taining information about the occasions for the revelation of the

Quran.

Second, the analysis of the two suras under discussion shows that
the specificity of al-ZamakhsharT’s Aashshaf lies in the use of poetry,
lexis, and grammar—the main interests of this man of letters from
Khwarizm—and not in the Mu‘tazilite content of his commentary,
which is almost negligible.

Chapter Fifleen,” “The First Islamic Revolt in Mamluk Collective
Memory: Ibn Bakr’s (d. 1340) Portrayal of the Third Caliph ‘Uthman,
by Heather Keaney, analyzes the ways in which three 14th century
historians creatively selected, edited, and arranged their sources in
order to produce distinct narratives of the revolt against the third
Caliph, ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan (d. 656).

As it is known, the revolt against ‘Uthman led to the first civil
war in Islam, and to the permanent division between Shiite and
Sunnite Islam. Moreover, it effected an ongoing ideological tension
between appeals for unity and justice in Islamic political theory and
practice. Although the significance of the revolt is very clear in the
writings of ‘Abbasid chroniclers from the 9th and 10th centuries, it
has long been believed that later medieval writers were unable to
reconcile the tensions arising from the revolt and consequently set-
tled for mere repetition rather than reinterpretation of earlier sources.

 Chapters fifteen and sixteen study textual evidence from a time that marks,
strictly speaking, the transition from the classical to the post-classical period of Arabic
literature.
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Through a close comparative analysis of the 250-page biography
of ‘Uthman written by Muhammad ibn Yahya ibn Abi Bakr and
the portrayals of ‘Uthman in the chronicles by his contemporaries
al-Dhahabt (d. 1348) and Ibn Kathir (d. 1373), it becomes clear that
each author expresses distinct opinions on what constitutes political
legitimacy and what circumstances make it permissible to use force
against an unjust ruler. In this way, the article convincingly demon-
strates how medieval Muslim scholars were able to continually remn-
lerpret a sacred past in order to giwe meaning to the present.

Chapter Sixteen, “The Sword and the Pen in the Pre-Modern Arabic
Heritage: A Literary Representation of an Important Historical
Relationship,” by Adrian Gully, revisits a subject that has generally
been studied within the parameters of the “literary debate” genre in
pre-modern Arabic literature. The interpretation employed in this
article provides fresh evidence of the social tension between the men
of the sword and the men of the pen in later medieval Islamic society,
which eventually stimulated various textual versions of the subject.

This study focuses on some key stylistic literary developments of
the Mamltk period (1250-1517 in Egypt and Syria) that are reflected
in the examined texts. One of these texts is a “I'reatise on the Sword
and the Pen” ascribed to Ibn Nubata (d. 1366), poet, prose writer,
and Secretary of the Chancellery. The other texts are two versions
of the “I'reatise on a Competition of Self-Glorification between the
Sword and the Pen.” One version is attributed to Ibn al-Wardt
(d. 1349), a colleague and sometimes rival of Ibn Nubata, and the
other to al-Safadi (d. 1363), a philologist, literary critic, and student
of both Ibn Nubata and Ibn al-Wardi.

Apart from Gully’s discussion of the fascinating questions as to
the authorship of these texts and their relationship to each other,
the main contribution of this study is twofold. First, it provides a
number of ideas that are evident in the Arabic texts under discus-
sion, but which were not discussed by the scholars who dealt with
them more recently. These include, for example, the importance that
subtle “allusion” to the Quran (see also chapters one and eleven)
and the use of other literary devices had for the aforementioned
authors. Second, this chapter provides substantial new information
that ties together the relationship of pen and sword in their com-
plex literary and political dimensions.
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Conclusion and prospects

I would like to conclude these introductory remarks with a few
thoughts expressed by a writer who was well aware of the impor-
tance of meaning and language, as well as content, form, and style
in the context of communicating ideas to an audience, be it in writ-
ing or verbally. They are to be found in a passage written twelve
centuries ago by al-Jahiz, a celebrated classical Arabic littérateur and
philosophical theologian from Basra, Iraq, and a virtuoso in both
literary and scientific pursuits.'’ Al-Jahiz observed that:

There remains—may God the exalted preserve you—topics that neces-
sitate a lengthy exposition and evoke a need for detailed discussion.
[Such a lengthy exposition, however,] that does not exceed the extent
needed and stops once [its] purpose is achieved does not constitute
prolixity, for words tally with the measure of [their respective] mean-
ings—hence, the abundant tally with the abundant, the few with the
few, the noble with the noble, and the inane with the inane.

Words should be used in accordance with meanings. Thus, the abun-
dance of words is for the abundance of meanings, the honorable words
for the honorable meanings, and the insignificant for the insignificant.

Also, single meanings, which are clear in their images and inten-
tions, require fewer words than shared meanings and ambiguous inten-
tions. And if all people of eloquence work hard to convey these meanings
to those who are less [knowledgeable] than they are—with concise
words that do not require [additional] verbal explanations and ges-
tures by hand or head—they would not be able to do so.

There is an old saying: “If what you desire does not exist, then
desire what does exist.” Hence a wise man should not burden lan-
guages with what they are not capable of [expressing]. Nor should he
burden souls with something that is not in their nature. That is why
the author of the book on “Articulate Speech” had to explain his book

1" Quoted from al-Jahiz’s famous anthology Kitab al-Hayawan (“The Book of
Animals”), ed. by ‘Abd al-Salam Muhammad Hartn, 7 vols., Cairo: Mustafa al-
Babt al-Halabi, 1938-1958, vi, 7-9. My translation differs from what is given in
Charles Pellat: The Life and Works of Jahiz, Translation of selected lexts, translated from
the French by D.M. Hawke, London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1969, 172.

" The Arabic expression here is Sahib Kitab al-Mantig. In this context, mantiq
seems to refer to an aspect of balagha, that is, Arabic “eloquence,” “the art of good
style and composition,” or “literature,” though implying to some degree its second
meaning, “logic.” If one were to go beyond the general argument al-Jahiz seems
to be making here, it would be possible, on the one hand, to understand this sen-
tence as referring to Aristotle (384-322 B.C.E.), with whose works al-Jahiz was pro-
foundly conversant. Aristotle was called by the medieval Muslim scholars Sahib
al-Mantiq, “author of Logic,” in reference to his logical works known as the Organon,
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to those who wished to learn cloquence from him, even though the
speaker was fluent and eloquent.

Nonetheless, at no time do I doubt that souls—since they have the
greater longing for curious tales, the greater fondness for numerous
anecdotes, and the greater inclination for short discourses, loving them
more passionately—are naturally prone to find lengthy exposition weari-
some, even if they merit the many [explanatory] meanings, and even
if such lengthy exposition is the more useful, and the abundant expla-
nation the more advantageous.

or “instrument” of thought (cf. W.T. al-Najym, Mangalat al-Jahiz ‘an Arista fi Kitab
al-Hayawan, Kuwait: Ma‘had al-Makhtatat li-l-Tarbiya wa-l-Thaqafa wa-l-‘Ulam,
140571985, 42; and J.V. Luce, An Introduction to Greek Philosophy, London: Thames
and Hudson, 1992, 112). In the Syriac and Arabic traditions, the Organon included
both Aristotle’s Rhetoric and his Poetics. This is mentioned by Ya‘qub ibn Ishaq al-
Kind1, “the philosopher of the Arabs” and a contemporary of al-Jahiz, probably
based on a summary of the Rheloric in Arabic translation. Hence, when medieval
Muslim writers speak of Aristotle as Sahib al-Mantig, the Rhetoric would be included.
Moreover, one may also recall that Aristotle did not distinguish thought and speech
in the way we do today; he included both thought and speech under /lgos, whose
Arabic equivalent, again, is mantig (cf. JW. Erdmann, A History of Philosophy, 3 vols.,
London: Sonnenschein, 1890 (repr. Bristol: Theommes Press, 1997), 1, 136).

On the other hand, this sentence could also be a reference to one of al-Jahiz’s
contemporaries, the Arabic philologist and lexicographer Ibn al-Sikkit (d. 858 in
Baghdad), who is known for his philological treatise, Aitab Islah al-mantiq (cf. Encyclopaedia
of Islam, new edition, Leiden: Brill, 1954—, i1, 940), a work basically dealing with
questions of the “correct” use of the Arabic language.






CHAPTER ONE

CONTEXT EQUIVALENCE: A HITHERTO INSUFFICIENTLY
STUDIED USE OF THE QURAN IN POLITICAL SPEECHES
FROM THE EARLY PERIOD OF ISLAM*

Stephan Dihne

Most people understand the figurative sense of the words “the fight
between David and Goliath.” This expression, used in reference to
a conflict, does not necessarily imply an actual physical combat—
rather, one would expect some sort of serious action between two
unequal opponents. The same observation can be made with respect
to the expression “the mark of Cain,” a metaphor used in alluding
to someone who is somehow different from other people.

Allusions to biblical figures and events such as those mentioned
above, or brief quotations from the Bible, tend to be readily recog-
nized and understood in cultures in which biblical accounts have left
their mark. Such allusions create a certain image in the reader’s
mind. Furthermore, they allow the reader to partake of the great-
ness of an authoritative or archetypal “model” text of the past.

In Arabic-Islamic culture, allusions to quranic ideas and figures,
along with quotations from the Quran, play a similar role. In medieval
Islam, such frequent references and allusions to the text of the Quran
are particularly striking in classical Arabic speeches. These “speeches”
or “orations” (sing. khutba, pl. khutab) are integral parts of classical
Arabic literature. Moreover, some famous speeches came to be seen
as models of Arabic eloquence.

* The study presented in this chapter develops some particularly interesting aspects
of the research I conducted for my Ph.D. dissertation. For more specific informa-
tion on the theoretical approaches and the material examined in this research, see
my book Reden der Araber. Die politische hutba in der klassischen arabischen Literatur,
Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2001, esp. pp. 8-11, 146-152, 261-268. For the
tremendous influence the Quran had on classical Arabic literature in general, and
on classical Arabic speeches in particular, see the recent comprehensive survey b
W. Kadi and M. Mir, “Literature and the Qur’an,” in: EQ iii (2003), 205227,
esp. 213-217, and the bibliographical references given there.
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The term khutba is commonly associated with the religious Friday
sermon. However, another type of khutba exists that has been given
little attention in Western studies so far: the political khutba. There
are, on the one hand, a large number of similarities between both
types of khutbas, including their overlapping subject matter and a
shared wealth of rhetorical figures of speech (the latter is especially
outstanding in Arabic prose literature). On the other hand, there are
also essential differences between the Friday sermon and the politi-
cal khutba. These differences relate firstly to the function of the two
types of khutbas in literature." Furthermore, the principal goals of the
two types of speech differ. This is particularly striking, given that
the political khutba usually aims, in the first place, at propaganda.’
It is exactly this propagandistic objective of political khutbas that
brings their rhetorical strategies to our notice.

While investigating rhetorical strategies, we may first draw atten-
tion to a major characteristic of the political khutba: the use of par-
ticular rhetorical devices to achieve certain goals. It seems to be
precisely this purpose that has caused speakers to incorporate author-
itative quranic vocabulary in a way that, in some cases, has proved
to be an ingenious rhetorical device.

In the political khutbas that are preserved in the texts of the clas-
sical Arabic corpus, this extraordinarily frequent use of quranic vocab-
ulary is most remarkable. The usage covers brief quotations and
paraphrases, as well as stylistic imitations of the text of the Quran.
This shows that political khutbas were tailor-made for a public expected
to know the Quran, or at least parts of it, by heart. In some cases
it is evident that the “creator” of the speech relies heavily on the

! Classical Arabic literature has preserved clues showing that early Muslims—or
at least those living during the first few centuries of Islam—drew a line between
the political and the religious khutha: in some texts a speaker is mentioned as hav-
ing immediately descended from the pulpit after the Friday Ahutba and then to have
climbed it again in order to give a political Ahuba. Cf. the remark ascribed to
Dawad ibn “Alf commenting on the behavior of his nephew Abu 1-‘Abbas al-Saffah
who had given a speech before him: “O ye people, God has indeed helped the
Commander of the Faithful to a mighty victory, but he turned to the minbar only
after the prayer, for he hated to mix aught else with the congregation’s words . . .”
(al-Tabari, Ta’rikh iii, 32; cf. also al-Zubayr, al-Akhbar 602, which makes ‘Uthman
ibn ‘Affan act in the same way).

2 T permit myself to classify under “propaganda” the actual different aims of a
khutba in literature, like the characterization of people or the illustration of events.
For a more detailed examination of the khutba; cf. Diahne, Reden, which deals at
length with the functions of the khutba in literature and with its phenomena.
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similarity of contexts, i.e. on a parallelism between (a) the historical
situations to which his speech alludes, and (b) the historical context
that this quranic passage communicates. This phenomenon, which
can be called “context equivalence,”® will be illustrated in what
follows.

It is notable, however, that in the later medieval historical sources
in which some of these political speeches have been recorded, little
else but quranic vocabulary seems to have been worth quoting at
times. A good example is the speech of Mus‘ab ibn al-Zubayr ibn
al-“Awwam (d. 67 A.H./687 C.E.), son of the famous companion of
the Prophet Muhammad and brother of the anti-caliph ‘Abdallah
ibn al-Zubayr (d. 73/692).* Mus‘ab is supposed to have given this
speech upon his arrival in Basra in 67/686, after he was appointed
governor of Iraq. It is reported that the threatening style of his kiutba
made the people of Iraq expect energetic action from him against
Mukhtar ibn Abi ‘Ubayd (d. 67/687), the usurper of Kufa, and the
Marwanids. The references to this speech, however, give the impres-
sion that it consisted solely of the quranic quotation of Q) 28:1-6.
Nevertheless, al-Tabar’s “Chronicle” and other medieval sources also
provide brief descriptions of the speaker’s gestures and the move-
ments of his hands, along with this quotation from the Quran. Hence,
Mus‘ab’s speech seems to have gained its prominent political significance
entirely from its contextual elements.

Another example is that of the famous speech of Tahir ibn al-
Husayn (d. 207/822). Tahir was the founder of the Tzhirids, a short

* The first—and as far as I know the only—scholar, who pointed to this phe-
nomenon in speeches is G.R. Hawting. He said: “In the course of a speech the
speaker is often made to introduce phrases or words which we recognise as a part
of the qur’anic text .. .sometimes a qur’anic text leads into or comes out of a pas-
sage which is not qur’anic but not notably distinct in style or content,” cf. Hawting,
Citations 260. However, the following examples do not lead us to understand “what
is before us . .. as a variant and uncanonical version of a text which is better known
to us in its qur’anic guise,” as Hawting suggests for one case (ibid. 260 and 267,
n. 1). In fact, one may, rather, understand the example which he cites as a typi-
cal talmih (allusion) “which consists of alluding to famous passages in the Kur’an
or Traditions, or in profane literature,” cf. EI? iii, 1091-92, art. “Iktubas” (MacDonald,
Bonebakker); cf. EAL i, 81-83, art. “Allusion and Intertextuality” (Heinrichs); CHALUP
334-339. Moreover, allusion was meant to bring to life the entire quranic passage
which was then remembered according to the audience’s own specific exegetical
culture.

* Ibn ‘Abdrabbih, al-Igd iv, 124; al-Baladhuri, Ansab iv.2, 243; al-Jahiz, al-Bayan
il, 299-300; al-Tabari, Ta17kh ii, 717. About the speaker cf. EI* vii, 649-650
(Lammens, Pellat).
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line of governors in Khurasan during the high ‘Abbasid period. In
a public speech, Tahir allegedly gave reasons for the deposition of
the caliph al-Amin. In his “Chronicle”, al-TabarT refers twice to the
above-mentioned speech of Tahir.” However, it is worth noting again
that in the first version (al-Tabari, Ta’1ikh iii, 932), al-Tabarl gives
the quranic verses used in Tahir’s speech to the near exclusion of
everything else. Further evidence concerning famous political khutbas
can be found in texts of the Prophetic Tradition (Hadith) and of
belles-lettres (Adab). The quotations of political speeches preserved in
these branches of classical Arabic literature clearly testify to the gen-
eral popularity of incorporating quranic vocabulary into such speeches.®
In modern times as well, Arab statesmen readily use quranic expres-
sions in order to elicit emotional responses from their audiences. In
this instance, as a recent research study has shown, the emotional
power of quranic words is especially strong as a result of the listener’s
participation in its decoding.’

As far as the speeches in classical Arabic literature are concerned,
one can hardly draw conclusions regarding their emotional effect.
This is due to the dubious authenticity of many of these speech texts,
as I was able to demonstrate elsewhere.® At this point, some read-
ers might be inclined to ask what is so new about this information.
What is the connection between the Quran, political speeches, and
the story of David and Goliath? The use of quranic vocabulary, allu-

> Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh iii, 932, and the immediately following lines: 932-933.

b Cf. al-Jahiz, al-Bayan ii, 6: “This youngster was the best speaker of the Arabs
if his speech contained something from the Quran.” Cf. a similar remark in al-
Jahiz, al-Bayan i, 118. See also Ibn Maja, Sunan i, 609610 (hadith 1892), which
contains instructions concerning the employment of certain quranic verses in khutab.
Nevertheless, these instructions were scarcely followed, at least as far as the writ-
ten versions of the political speeches are concerned.

7 For general remarks on this issue, cf. Stock, Sprache 72-92; with regard to the
speeches of ‘Abd al-Nagir cf. ibid. 120-128; with regard to Saddam Husayn, ibid.
140-152.

¢ Cf. Dihne, Reden, esp. pp. 261-262. Blachére, Histoire 731, says: “Il est certes
regrettable qu’on ne puisse faire état des discours attribués a des insurgés chi’ites
ou kharijites dont I'inauthenticité est par trop flagrante.” Khalidi, Thought 26-27,
n. 20, deals with the question of the authenticity of hadiths, which is comparable
to the issues we are faced with here.

Also, it 1s more probable that scenes describing emotions in speeches serve as
illustration and, thus, as an inconspicuous authentication of the respective text: a
method, which is comparable to what has been called Situationsschilderung (portrayal
of the situation) with regard to hadiths, cf. Stetter, Topoi 2—34. This phenomenon is
also encountered in khutabs; cf. Dihne, Reden 165-167.
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sions to famous passages in the Quran—isn’t this a widespread, self-
evident feature of Arabic texts? This question must certainly be
answered in the affirmative. However, there is a deeper dimension,
at least in political speeches; a dimension that brings us to view the
use of quranic vocabulary in the light of rhetorical strategies: I mean
by this the aforementioned “context equivalence.” The following
examples may be helpful to illustrate this phenomenon.

1 Abu Hamza al-Shart

In 130/747, the last year of his life, the famous Kharijite leader Abtu
Hamza al-Shar1? is alleged to have given a speech before the peo-
ple of Medina after having conquered their city. That speech con-
tains the following words (al-Tabari, Ta’r7kh 11, 2010):

... Then, we met your men at Qudayd, and we summoned them to
obey the Merciful Lord and the rule of the Quran. But they sum-
moned us to obey Satan and the judgment of the family of Marwan.
And by God’s life, far apart are guidance and error! They scurried
forward (thumma agqbala yuhra‘ina yazifuna) hastening, for Satan had
struck in them his partners; his cauldrons boiled with their blood. . . .

The underlined passage paraphrases Q 37:94 ( fa-agbali ilayhi yaziffina,
“then came the others to him hastening”). This quranic verse relates
to the people of Abraham who are about to stand against him and
commit idolatry.

In the use of this quranic vocabulary, a certain comparison is
incorporated into Abtt Hamza’s speech, albeit indirectly; namely, the
comparison of Abt Hamza with Abraham, “the first Muslim” and
“founder of the Ka‘ba,” on the one hand, and the comparison of
the family of the hated caliph Marwan'® with the heretical people

9 Cf. EI* vii, 524-25 (Pellat).—Kharijites are “the members of the earliest of
the religious sects of Islam, whose importance lies particularly . ..in the formula-
tion of questions relative to the theory of the caliphate and to justification by faith
or by works, while from the point of view of political history the principal part
they played was disturbing by means of continual insurrections;” cf. EI* iv, 1074-1077
(Levi della Vida). The distinguishing feature of this text is its varying shape and
content in the sources; it has been transmitted in more than a dozen versions, cf.
Diéhne, Rhutab 40—41, esp. n. 2.

10" Marwan ibn Muhammad ibn Marwan ibn al-Hakam (r. 127-132/744-749/50),
the last of the Umayyad caliphs of Syria, a grandson of the caliph Marwan L; cf.
EP vi, 623-25 (Hawting).
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of Abraham on the other. The objective of this passage is to justify
a clash with an enemy and his condemnation. It is thus intercon-
nected subtly with the objective expressed in Q) 37:94. Since the
audience was expected to know the Quran, one can take it for
granted that such an allusion did in fact hit its target.

Our second example concerns the same speech of Abt Hamza.
The khutba continues as follows:

... and his supposition about them was confirmed (wa-saddaga ‘alayhim
zannahu). But the helpers of God . .. came forward in small bands and
groups, with every sharpened blade gleaming; and our coil turned, and
their coil twisted away,' with a blow which makes the liars doubt (-
darbin yartabu minku [-mubtilana).

The first underlined passage quotes Q) 34:20. The verbatim refer-
ence to the Quran ends at this point of the speech. However, check-
ing the Quran shows clearly that a larger connection exists between
this speech and the sura in question, a connection that goes beyond
a verbatim reference to the latter:

A) The text of this sura refers to sinful people with regard to
whom Satan’s supposition was confirmed. The text of this part of
the speech itself refers to Marwan and his dynasty, against whom
the orator was fighting. This leads us to infer that the “creator of
the speech” deliberately chose the wording of Q 34:20. He may
have done so for three reasons: (a) for embellishment purposes, (b)
because of the similarity between the situations, and (c) in order to
win the audience over.

B) Interestingly enough, the passage of the speech subsequent to
the quotations from Q 34:20 indicates the real motive: the Quran,
on the one hand, speaks here of a group of believers who do not
follow Satan,'” and on the other hand, the khutba speaks of God’s
helpers (i.e. the Kharijites) who “came forward in small bands and
squadrons.” Thus, it becomes evident that this part of the speech
consciously follows the rhetorical pattern of the quranic model:

""" The metaphor of the “mill of fighting” or “mill of death” is a topos in old
Arabic poetry. It expresses the mere passive role that the enemies held; cf. Ibn
Manzar, Lisan xiv, 314a; EI* x, 114-115 (Waines).

12« .. and the Devil found that his judgment of them was true, so they followed
him, all except a party of true believers,” wa-la-qad saddaqa ‘alayhim Ibltsu zannahu
Ja-"ttaba‘hu illa fartgan min al-mw’minina (Q 34:20).
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1. “Helpers” in the khutba is expressed by the word ansar. As is well
known, this word was generally used for the Prophet’s allies in
Medina, whose descendants were the audience of this speech—
at least according to the text.

2. The speech creates a reference to the glorious early days of Islam.
The passage dealt with here gives the impression that the Kharijites
are as important for God as the people of Medina were for the
Prophet. Hence, the Kharijites are here fulfilling the Prophet’s

example (sunna).

As in our first example, there is good reason to assume that this
subtle interconnection between the aim of the speech and the Quran
did not miss its target. Moreover, the Quran seems to have more
or less shaped the spiritual background of the audience present at
that speech. Thus, one can easily imagine how the audience may
have been carried away by this speech.

C) The second underlined passage (“with a blow which makes the
liars doubt”) is reminiscent of Q) 29:48: “And thou didst not recite
any Book before it, nor didst thou write one with thy right hand;
in that case the liars would have doubted.”"” Here the Quran refers
to the opponents of Muhammad, those who deny his prophetic mis-
sion. This allusion signifies two things: a) the liars of the speech are
identified with the liars mentioned in the Quran, and b) the ene-
mies of the orator are definitely comparable to the enemies of the
Prophet.

Due to the doubtful authenticity of the speeches handed down to
us, it would be rash to view this cunning play with associations as
part of a persuasive strategy on the orator’s part. It may neverthe-
less be possible that what we are faced with is the persuasive strat-
egy of the unknown “creator of the speech.” Irrespective of whether
these passages are authentic or not, they still convey an impression
of the Arabic rhetorical art in classical times, especially during a
time when Kharijite eloquence enjoyed a good reputation.' (Did the

virtuoso handling of quranic associations possibly play a part in the
formation of that reputation?) However, the Kharijites’ speeches are
not alone in employing the rhetorical trick that we encounter here.
Let us have a look at a third example.

15 Wa-ma kunta tatlic min gablili min kitabin wa-la takhuitulu bi-yaminika idhan la-irtaba
al-mubtilina (Q 29:48).
" Cf. EI? iv, 1074-1077 (Levi della Vida).
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2 “Abdallah ibn al-Jubayr

In some sources, ‘Abdallah ibn al-Zubayr' is portrayed as a model
of piety. One of these sources, al-Igd al-farid by Ibn ‘Abdrabbih
(d. 328/940), attributes a speech to him. The function of this speech
appears to be threefold: firstly, it is a model of eloquence; secondly,
it is a report about a military campaign in North Africa, which pre-
sumably took place in 26-27/647;'° and thirdly, it is by indirect
means an exoneration of ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan."”

The speech is included in al-1gd iv, 100. It is supposed to have
been given before the third caliph ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan (r. 23/644
to 35/655) and his entourage, after the campaign in which the ora-
tor allegedly took part. It contains the following passage:

In the first light of dawn we took up our battle formation of the day
before. Some of us strode in front of the others, and God lent us His
endurance. So we conquered it (North Africa)...."

The underlined phrase is reminiscent of QQ 2:250. In Q 2:250, the

Israelites beseech God to lend them patience as they set out against
Goliath and his men:

And when they went into the field against Goliath and his hosts they
said: Our Lord! Lend us endurance, make our foothold certain, and
give us help against the disbelieving folk."

The historical event described in the speech is a victorious Muslim
military campaign against Christians in North Africa. The historical
circumstances described in the speech are portrayed with the help
of quranic wording. By means of this allusion to the Quran, the
conquering Muslims are perceived as righteous believers in God,
comparable to the ancient Israelites as mentioned in Q) 2:250. The

5 He was born in 2/624, and died in 73/692. He “is said to have killed the
exarch Gregory with his own hand;” and “many sources portray him as avaricious,
jealous, and ill-natured;” cf. EI* i, 54-55 (Gibb).

16 Abu 1-Faraj, al-Aghani vi, 281, transmits a completely different version of it.
According to him, the governor mentioned in the speech is ‘Abdallah ibn Sa‘d ibn
Abt Sarh. He is known to have undertaken a campaign in the region of Tripolis
in that year; cf. EI* i, 51-52 (Becker).

7 Cf. EI* x, 946-949 (Levi della Vida; R.G. Khoury).

18 Fa-afragha Allahu ‘alayna sabrahu; cf. Tbn ‘Abdrabbih, al-Ig¢d iv, 100.

Y Wa-lamma barazii li-falata wa-junadihi gali rabbana afrigh ‘alayna sabran wa-thabbit
agdamana wa-"nsuma ‘ala l-qawmi [-kafirina.
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enemies of the Muslims, however, are regarded as equivalent to the
unbelieving ancient Philistines.

What was the role of this allusion to the Quran for the under-
standing of this speech? Let us recall the following two points: Firstly,
in its broader sense, the whole speech serves the purpose of exon-
erating the caliph ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan. By refuting the numerous
accusations raised against him, it defends and strengthens the Umayyad
dynasty.” Secondly, this is done mainly by ignoring these accusa-
tions.”! The speech instead creates a counterclaim against the anti-
Umayyad image present elsewhere in literature (and perhaps tacitly
alludes to them): it creates a pro-Umayyad image in which not a
shadow of criticism falls on ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan, ‘Abdallah ibn al-
Zubayr or Marwan ibn al-Hakam.? In this speech, which portrays
a certain stage in the Muslim conquest of North Africa (probably
that of the year 26/647—48), ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan is rather incon-
spicuously placed next to his predecessor ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab.”
The latter, however, is usually seen as a hero of the grand conquests
of the earliest time of Islam.

The role of the quranic passage, then, with its identification of
the Muslims (under the caliphate of ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan) with the
Israelites on the one hand, and their Christian enemies with the unbe-
lieving Philistines on the other, apparently was to convey the distinct
message that matters are running smoothly under the Umayyads.**

% Meccan clan of Quraysh, first dynasty of caliphs (40-132/661-750); the foun-
dation was laid under the third caliph ‘Uthman who had appointed members of
his clan to key positions in the Islamic state; cf. EAL i, 793-795 (Jacobi); EI* x,
840-847 (Hawting).

2l Only in one place at the end of the speech is allusion made to one of the
accusations: the reproach of having given public funds as a present to his relatives
is indirectly countered by the formulation “Marwan ibn al-Hakam locked up the
captured money in the treasure chamber . ..” ( fa-asabna ghana’ima kathiratan wa-fay’an
wasi‘an balagha fihi l-khumsu khamsam?ati alfin fa-safaqa ‘alayha Marwan ibn al-Hakam).

2 Uthman ibn ‘Affan’s cousin and first caliph of the Marwanid branch of the
Umayyad dynasty, r. for several months in 64/684—65/685. Later, anti-Umayyad
tradition stigmatised him as {arid ibn tarid “outlawed son of an outlaw;” cf. EI* vi,
621-623 (Bosworth).

» The second caliph (r. 13/634 to 23/644); cf. EI? x, 818-821 (Bonner).

# The pro-Umayyad tendency in this Ahutba might be explained by the com-
piler’s dependence upon the benevolence of the Umayyad rule in al-Andalus. Cf.
Werkmeister, Quellenuntersuchungen 25.
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3 Uthman bn Hayyan al-Mun7

Another speech, attributed to ‘Uthman ibn Hayyan al-Murrt (d. after
94/713), is said to have been given in 94/713, i.e. at the time of
his appointment as governor of Medina.” The whole speech is a
coherent polemic against the people of Medina. It deals with both
the friendly relationship between Iraq and the Hijaz** and with the
tensions between Iraq and Syria.”” A passage states:

We have found you, both long since and more recently, to be insin-
cere to the Commander of the Faithful. Now, there have taken refuge
with you those who will increase your corruption (man yazidukum khabalan).
The people in Iraq are people of schism and hypocrisy. . . . I shall not,
by God, be brought anyone who has given refuge to any one of
them . . . but that I shall demolish his house!®

The underlined passage paraphrases Q 3:118: “... [take not others
than your own people as intimate friends|, they will not fail to corrupt
you . .. ([la tattakhidhi bitanatan min dimkum] la ya'lanakum khabalan . . .).”
The entire quranic verse is a warning against acquainting oneself
with anyone from outside the community of believers. It is based on
the premise that such an acquaintance would cause confusion and
distress among the believers. The speech, on the other hand, warns
its hearers against associating with a certain group of people.
Incorporated in this khutba, the quranic wording serves as a con-
demnation of this particular group—the “Iraqis”—as unbelievers.

4 “Abdallah ibn Tahir

‘Abdallah ibn Tahir (d. 230/844), a famous poet, statesman, confidant
of caliphs and governor of Khurasan,” is said to have gone into
battle against the Kharijites. On this occasion he is supposed to have

% Al-Tabart, Ta’rikh i, 1258-60. The text associates the speaker with the tough
measures taken against the Iraqi Arabs who are regarded as the root of upheaval
against Umayyad rule.

% Al-Hijaz, “the birthplace and still the spiritual centre of Islam, is in the north-
western part of the Arabian Peninsula. The history of al-Hijaz is intimately bound
up with the history of Mecca and Medina;” cf. EI* iii, 36264 (Rentz).

¥ These designations are of course not to be understood in the modern politi-
cal sense, but rather as a paradigm that served to explain conflicts.

% Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh i, 1258.

¥ EI* i, 52-53 (Marin).
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given a khutba in order to spur on his soldiers. This Ahutba contains
the following passage:

You are the army of God, the fighters for His truth, the defenders of
His religion and His holy places. You are those who call to what He
commanded: To hold on to the rope of God (al-da‘una ila ma amara bifu
min al-itisami bi-hablihi)® and to obedience to his rulers, to those He made
guardians of the religion and organizers of the Muslims. So ask for
the fulfillment of God’s promises and for His assistance; by fight-
ing . . . those who rebel against Him, . . . who split up the (:ommunlty”l

The underlined passage is an allusion to the corresponding com-
mandment in Q 3:103. This quranic commandment, as indicated in
this speech, is followed in the Quran by the command not to split up
wto groups. This order clearly corresponds to the khutba-context:

Quran
(Q 3:103) “And hold fast, all to-

Speech

“You are those who call to what

He commanded: To hold on to
the rope of God. ...

So ask for the fulfillment of God’s

gether, by the rope of God and
be not divided. . ..”

(105) “And be not like those who

promises and for His assistance; became divided and who disagreed

by fighting . . . those who rebel among themselves. . ..”

against Him, . .. who split up the

community!”

mnakum . . . al-da‘ana ia ma amara (103) wa-tasima bi-habli "lahi jami‘an

bila man al-i%tsami_bi-hablihi . . . wa-la tafarraqi . . .
(105) wa-la takana ka-l-ladhina tafar-
raqi wa-"khitalafu

Ja-’stangizi maw‘uda Allah wa-nasrahu
bi-muahadaty . . . ahli ma'siyyatiu . . . al-
ladRina . . . faraqii l-jama‘ata

Did the “creator” of this speech choose his words in a knowing and
calculating way? Had he himself been “quranized” with the knowl-
edge of the wording and the context of the Quran? Whatever the
case may be, one may assume that his aim was to achieve the great-
est impact possible on his audience. Therefore, one can conclude
that the allusion to the quranic context subsequent to the paraphras-
ing of Q) 3:103 (not yet the paraphrasing itself) was part of a strat-
egy that eventually helped in winning over the audience.

% Habl [Allah], “the rope [of God],” can be interpreted as synonymous to khila-
Jat Allah, “God’s caliphate;” cf. Crone, Caliph 82.
! Tbn ‘Abdrabbih, al-7gd iv, 115.
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5 Conclusions

Quranic vocabulary was not always incorporated into political speeches
as mere embellishment. In other words, the intertextual relationship
between speeches and the Quran is not always restricted simply to
the presentation of some quranic words. Instead, the original (quranic)
meaning of the quotation could be deliberately modified by placing
the words in the new (speech) context. Interestingly enough, this
intertextuality does not always stop at this point. Sometimes the con-
text of the speech even makes an allusion to the quranic context
from which the quotation (or the paraphrase) was taken.

It should be emphasized that we are not faced with a continuation
of the quranic text here. Rather, we are faced with an echo of the
idea or of the situation it depicts. While the quranic text fragment
is present in the speech, the speech itself refers to the original and
much larger quranic text-context. Thus one finds that the object of
the speech is subtly interconnected with the object of the quranic
passage.

Given the vast number of medieval Arabic sources available to
us, the examples of political speeches studied in this article repre-
sent only a limited amount of our data on what I call “context equiv-
alence.” This expression means that the conformity between the text
of some passages in political speeches and the text of the Quran,
from which these speeches quote, is mirrored by a symmetry of “con-
texts,” 1.e. the context of the particular political speeches and the
“context” of the Holy Scripture. This “context equivalence” previously
went little noticed by scholars. It becomes evident, however, through
an in-depth analysis of the text and context of a given speech, and
the text and context of the quranic passages quoted therein. Even
if such instances of “context equivalence” may not have been a con-
stant feature in political khutbas taken as a whole, it can be detected
frequently in several texts of this genre and should, therefore, be
understood both as a by-product of quranic culture and a specific
rhetorical development that is comparable to certain rhetorical figures
in classical Arabic literature which, as a rule, embellish and empha-
size a message. However, even if this “context equivalence” is some-
what similar to other phenomena of classical Arabic literature such

3 Cf. Dédhne, Reden 149-152, and 114, n. 449, for another example not referred
to in this article.
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as iqtibas (“quoting” from the text of the Quran) and talmih (“allud-
ing” to the text of the Quran),” it is in fact not identical with them.
The main reasons for this are:

(a) The application of quranic vocabulary in political speeches
general may have far exceeded the eagerness of the speaker to make
use of it for aesthetic reasons.* In fact, it seems to have enabled the
orator, or “creator of a speech,” to somehow sacralize a speech con-
cerning profane matters. As a consequence, it strengthened his posi-
tion and eventually protected the contents of his speech from
disapproval by the audience.

(b) The special effect of the deliberate use of “context equivalence”
by the orator was emotional in nature. By alluding to the context
of the revelation and communication of the Quran by the Prophet
Muhammad, the speech also invoked scriptural authority in some
way.” The sequence of this special kind of allusion to the Quran
shall be visualized in the following figure:

I. The Quran:
— Served as reservoir
for the creation of
speeches

II. The speech:
1. Takes the quotation
or the paraphrase

— Was the spiritual and
religious background
of the audience

2. Alludes to the
original context of
the preceding words /"

III. The audience:
a) Discerns the quranic wording as

such. That wording smoothes the
way for the following allusion

b) Associates with the quranic
wording its immediate original
context (more or less consciously,
depending on the level of education
of the respective listener/reader)

% Cf n. 3.

* Cf. n. 6.

» However, this system of alluding to the Holy Scripture also worked the other
way around. This may have been the case whenever a situation was first portrayed
in the speech and then ultimately rounded off by a quotation from the Quran that
seemed suitable at that point to provide the “additional” authority needed. One
can assume that this was an important tool (if not sometimes the only one) that
eventually inclined the audience to accept what was said in the speech.
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In any case, the orator, or “creator of a speech,” could count on
the fact that allusions to the text of the Quran would meet the usual
expectations of the audience. This means that after a quotation or
paraphrase of a verse or passage of the Quran was given in a speech,
the audience was more or less conscious of what the orator could or
should say next, since they were accustomed to hearing the Quran
quoted in speeches from attending the Friday sermons, for example.
This eventually made it possible for political speakers to exploit the
“context equivalence,” knowing the audience’s ability to decode this
literary performance. This observation seems to be true not only for
an audience who attended a speech in “reality,” but also for those
readers who encountered an (actual or fictitious) speech recorded in
writing. The basic reason for this is, of course, that the knowledge
of the text of the Quran was extremely widespread among the
Muslims. In fact, since the rise of Islam it has been “traditionally
instilled” in every person from childhood on through memorization
of the entire text, or numerous passages, of the Quran. In this regard,
any “reverberations of the text [of the Quran]| were guaranteed to
be felt by many readers.”*

The medieval Muslim audience listening to or reading a speech
was aware, of course, of interferences®” between the “original,” quranic
context (i.e. when the revelation was communicated by the Prophet
Muhammad to his people) and the context of the “actual” speech
(i.e. the reason for speech, in which quranic passages were quoted).
However, such inevitable interferences seem by no means to have
negatively affected the harmony between the original, quranic con-
text and the speech context. Rather, strategies such as quoting from
the Quran and creating associations with its context seem to have
been used without hesitation by certain speech-creators to promote
their political goals. For these eloquent leaders and creators of polit-
ical speeches respectively, the conscious use of references to the con-
tent of the Quran (which becomes discrete context) seems to have
been a subtle but very effective tool, an ingenious—although hitherto
insufficiently studied—feature of classical Arabic rhetoric.

% FAL ii 453-456 (Rippin).
T understand “interference” here as Plett does, i.e. as pointing to the “conflict
between the quotation and its new context;” cf. Plett, Intertextualities 11.
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CHAPTER TWO

CLASSICAL HERITAGE AND NEW LITERARY FORMS:
LITERARY ACTIVITIES OF CHRISTIANS DURING
THE UMAYYAD PERIOD

Ute Pietruschka

When studying the transmission of the Greek heritage to Islam dur-
ing the Umayyad period, one needs to take into consideration the
literary production of Christians in the parts of the former Byzantine
empire, now under Islamic rule. The Graeco-Arabic translation move-
ment of the 8th to the 10th centuries C.E. was recently discussed
by Dimitri Gutas in an erudite study, in which he insightfully explored
the various social, political and ideological factors of the translation
movement that played key roles in the transmission of knowledge
from the ancient Greek culture to the civilization of Islam in medieval
times.' In this context, the efforts made by Christian scholars in pre-
serving the classical Greek heritage during the first century after the
rise of Islam cannot be neglected. In particular, the maintenance of
a Hellenistic curriculum among the Syrians after the Muslim con-
quests was of crucial importance for the extensive transmission of
Greek scientific and literary works to, and their adoption by, the
Arabs.

The present study does not intend to review this wide terrain once
more. Rather, it attempts to compare some major aspects of the lit-
erary and scholarly activities in Byzantium with those in the Syro-
Palestinian region. It also deals with the questions as to why and to
what purpose specific literary forms were preferred in the scholarly
activities of Christians during the first century of Islam.

' Gutas, Greek Thought. See furthermore Peters, Greek and Syriac background.
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1 Synac scholarship at the time of the nise of Islam

At first glance, one might assume that the spread of Islam—and thus
of the Arab people, along with the Arabic language—would have
resulted in a drastic decay in the literary activities of scholars writ-
ing in Syriac. In fact, the contrary is the case: the literary produc-
tion in Syriac not only continued to exist, but flourished in an
amazingly dynamic manner. The 7th century C.E. is even consid-
ered to be the period of time when the assimilation of elements of
Greek culture into Syriac culture reached its peak.? This fresh devel-
opment continued until the beginning of the 8th century, and started
to ebb toward the middle of the same century. During that time,
large numbers of Greek works were translated into Syriac for the
first time, and other renderings from Greek into Syriac were reworked
based on earlier Syriac translations.’

As surprising as it may seem, the conquest of Syria and Palestine
by the Muslims (as a result of which the political ties of this region
were cut with the Greek-speaking world) led to a new political and
cultural situation that not only influenced favorably the literary activ-
ities of Syriac scholars, but actually promoted them. As it seems, the
political conditions from the time of the Arab conquest intensified
the interest of Christians in their Syriac (Byzantino-) Hellenistic iden-
tity and culture. Eventually it seems even to have increased the need
for them to deal, in a scholarly manner, with what formed the basis
of Syriac culture and identity within an Islamic domain.

In the 7th century, the Syriac- and Arabic-speaking Christians
apparently considered their new (Arabic-speaking) Muslim rulers to
be nothing more than a mere change of government. Some Christians
in Syria and Egypt even seem to have viewed this new rule as a
kind of liberation from the Byzantine authorities. The Muslims’ ini-
tially rather tolerant treatment of the non-Chalcedonian churches is

? During the period from the 4th to 7th century, a gradual shift in translation
techniques can be observed. This shift is characterized by a movement from rather
free-style translations toward the more sophisticated method of so-called “mirror
translations.” In other words, the focus of translation had changed “from a reader-
to a text-oriented style.” Such renderings, then, seem to have aimed at reproducing
the Greek original as precisely as possible in Syriac. Consequently, these transla-
tions impressively reflect the great prestige that the Greek language and culture in
fact had among Syriac scholars. See Brock, Syriac background 143.

* On the history of Syriac translations from the Greek, see Brock, Syriac Translation
Technique.
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just one example which may help explain these positive feelings that
some Christians had at the time toward Muslim government.*

Another aspect that needs to be noted relates to the fact that the
rule of the Muslim Arabs was seen by many Christians as “God-
given.” This view is expressed in Syriac sources such as the corre-
spondence of Catholicos Isho‘yahb (d. 659) and a summary of world
history by John of Fenek.” Both documents, dating from the second
half of the 7th century, display the rather positive attitude of Christians
toward Islam, indicating that Muslim rule appeared to these writers
as guaranteeing religious freedom for the “People of the Book.” In
this context, it is particularly interesting to note also how these two
Christian scholars idealized, for example, the reign of the four “Rightly-
Guided” caliphs and the first Umayyad caliph, Mu‘awiya, as a “period
of tolerance and peace.” One encounters a similar, positive attitude
toward Muslim rule later in the writings of Catholicos Timothy I;
(d. 823)° and in some historical works such as those by Michael
Syrus and Bar Hebraeus.” The last two authors stress in a particu-
larly striking manner the relatively favorable circumstances Christians
in Syria and Palestine seem to have enjoyed after the spread of Islam
into these territories.

2 Early Christian-Muslim relations: coexistence based on practical terms?

In the 7th and 8th centuries, the way in which Muslims viewed
Christians was no less complex. In the initial stage of the spread of
Islam, the Muslims seem to have felt a kind of indecisiveness in their
attitudes toward the Christian population of the newly-conquered
lands. One reason for such ambivalence might be the fact that reli-
gious issues were not as yet the focus of Muslim politics. Instead,
the Muslims needed to address matters of a more practical and press-
ing nature. The poll-tax and other legal questions were much more
important to Muslim governors than theological discussions on such
specific issues as the relation of Islam and Christianity. This is reflected
in records of intellectual conversations between leaders of Muslim

* See Syrus, Chronique de Michel le Syrien 1i, passim.

> This history provides evidence for the currency of apocalyptic expectations in
the late 7th century. See Brock, North Mesopotamia 51.

b See the relevant passages in Timothy’s letters: Bidawid, Lettres 77.

7 Chronography of Gregory Abil-Fargy.
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troops and Christians. These records show, for instance, a mere
exchange of ideas rather than an in-depth theological debate. In
addition, these documents also show that legal questions (the laws
of inheritance, for example) were much-discussed issues, as was the
nature of Jesus. The latter, however, became in later times a pri-
mary topic of Muslim-Christian discourse.®

Other practical issues were related to the questions of how the
new political system was to be organized, and how the old bureau-
cratic elite could be of use to the Muslims in making the govern-
ment function. For these tasks, competent managers were required
in the first place, regardless of their religious or ethnic background.
This situation brought about some great opportunities for Christians,
i.e. for those capable and cooperative enough to participate in the
new societal system under Muslim rule.” To convert Christians to
Islam, however, was an issue of seemingly secondary importance to
Muslim authorities—at least in the first century of Islam. This is
shown by the earliest treaties Muslim rulers drew up with cities in
the newly conquered territories. The treaties expressly preserve the
status quo of Christian communities, though officially putting them
under Muslim protection.'” This, however, also resulted in the renun-
ciation by Muslim rulers of responsibility for all internal affairs of
non-Muslim communities. In effect, this very development eventu-
ally enabled the Christians to preserve and safeguard the infrastructure
of the Church (including the latter’s legal status and financial basis),
and strengthened considerably social solidarity and self-esteem among
Christian communities.

Another significant point that needs to be made is that, as an
immediate result of the Muslim conquests, the provincial Church
experienced a shock at first, when its ties with its clerical and admin-
istrative center were severed. The Church, however, eventually over-
came this concussion and came to an arrangement with the new
realities. As for the Jacobites and the Copts, this development was

8 Examples of such early discussions are: a conversation between the Jacobite
patriarch John I and ‘Umayr ibn Sa‘d during the time of ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab
and a report on the reception of the Coptic patriarch Benjamin I by ‘Amr ibn al-
‘As in 643. See the literature given in Reinink, Syriac Apologetic Literature, and
Pietruschka, Streitgespriache zwischen Christen und Muslimen, esp. 141 and 143.
For a general survey, see Hoyland, Seeing Islam, chapter 11, and Eddé et al.,
Communautés chrétiennes, esp. 1064%.

? Crone, Slaves, chapter 8 on Umayyad clientage.

1 Noth, Vertrige der Eroberungszeit 282-314.
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somewhat eased by the fact that both communities had already estab-
lished a certain autonomy in the 6th century. The Chalcedonians,
in turn, took advantage of the many positions of power and influence
they held when the Arabs arrived."" The Melkite Church benefited
especially from this development. In fact, it was its new indepen-
dence from Byzantium on the one hand, and the promotion of an
Arabic-speaking hierarchy on the other, which eventually helped
ensure this community’s survival.'?

In conclusion, one can point to a somewhat odd situation char-
acterized by two features: firstly, the early Muslim conquest seems
to have helped stimulate the cultural and religious self-awareness of
the Christian intellectual elite; and secondly, Muslim rule apparently
resulted in an initial strengthening of Christian intellectual (and reli-
gious) identity, rather than in its destruction.

3 New educational forms and literary tendencies among Christians during
the Umayyad caliphate®

Recently, Daniel J. Sahas' has drawn attention to a new under-
standing of the formative period of interaction between the Syro-
Palestinian Byzantine culture and the Umayyad caliphate. This period
overlaps with the centuries of obscurity, the so-called “Dark Age”
of Byzantium. The Dark Age is characterized culturally by a shrink-
ing in the range of secular literature, such as historical writing, pan-
egyrics, epistles and philosophical works, even though other literary
genres, essentially ecclesiastical in nature, continued to flourish at the
same time.

A comparative study of literary activities on both sides—the Byzan-
tine and the Syro-Palestinian—would help explain the criteria and
motives guiding the selection and transmission of literary genres from
the Hellenistic cultural heritage. However, the question as to why
specific categories of Greek literature disappeared during the 7th cen-
tury while other genres developed further is still a matter of discussion

" Palmer, West-Syrian Chronicles XXIII.

12 See Kennedy, Melkite Church 325-343.

" For the relevant political and historical context, see the detailed description
given in Goddard, Christian-Muslim Relations, chapter “The First Age of Christian-
Muslim Interaction (c. 830/215),” 34-78.

* Sahas, Cultural Interaction.
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in modern scholarship. Two points shall be made here which may
help us to understand this phenomenon: firstly, the substantial social,
economic and administrative changes in the Byzantine empire had
a profound impact on the educational system as well as on the tra-
ditional public life and secular culture. Secondly, these educational
and cultural changes initiated the development of new styles and
scholarly trends in Greek writing."

Interestingly enough, however, a considerable amount of theolog-
ical literature continued to be written in the 7th and 8th centuries.
This is noteworthy since, at this time, the old Byzantine educational
apparatus ceased to exist, and the secular system of education seems
to have disappeared. As a result, secular institutions were no longer
available to promote Hellenistic literary education. The Church,
which had managed to maintain its traditional form of administra-
tive organization, now took over this task. However, it gave empha-
sis to the education of clergy. Therefore, the study of the writings
of the Church Fathers, the scriptures and exegesis became the focus
of interest. Furthermore, the literary genres flourishing at that time
show that the Church played a much more crucial role in elemen-
tary and advanced education than it had done before. Reading-mate-
rial for educational purposes, for example, was now selected from
all kinds of theological literature. The use of secular literature for
educational purposes, however, was reduced noticeably.

3.1 From larger compilations to shorter textbooks

Besides the education provided in monasteries, Christian education
flourished in private or semi-private schools. The academic level of
such schools was dependent upon the scholarship of individual teach-
ers, who were either laymen or clerics. This resulted in the educa-
tion they offered becoming more selective and individual.'® As in
monasteries, the teachers at these schools also came to prefer text-
books and handbooks of manageable size, along selections from (or
abridgments of) larger, earlier works. This shift from larger compi-

A comprehensive survey of the developments in Byzantium during the 7th cen-
tury is given in Haldon, Byzantium; see here especially 281-323. On urban conti-
nuity/discontinuity in Byzantium (an issue that is stll controversial), see Mango,
Discontinuity; Kazhdan, Change in Byzantine Culture, and Treadgold with a brief sur-
vey in: Break in Byzantium.

1 Yannopoulos, La societé profane 169—170.
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lations to shorter textbooks and to abridgments was also due to
financial reasons; large commentaries were often simply too expen-
sive for most students. One also needs to remember that the cost of
writing material had increased considerably in Byzantium during the
7th century as a result of the loss of Egypt, its most important sup-
plier of papyrus. There was, therefore, an increasing demand for
more compact and easy-to-manage handbooks, which allowed one
to assimilate quickly large amounts of information—a fact that had
its impact on the composition and structure of handbooks.

This entire development is perhaps best exemplified by the com-
position of logical compendia as part of philosophical activity dur-
ing the 7th century. These logical compendia represent abridgments
of both the Prolegomena of David and the works of Maximus Confessor
(d. 662)." The value of these philosophical compendia lies in the
transmission—and thus conservation—of the Aristotelian tradition in
Byzantium. It also shows the existent demand for brief handbooks
of Aristotelian studies, whether in the form of introductions to logic
for students of philosophy or for theological training.

3.2 Secular topics taught at theological schools

In general, the monasteries in the Byzantine empire did not set out
to foster secular learning, and there is little evidence that monks
received a higher education in grammar and rhetoric. It is, how-
ever, a cliché in the biographies of monastic leaders that the monks
disregarded classical learning and—even if they received a secular
education—studied “only what was useful.”'® Quite the contrary
seems to be the case, however, for rhetoric did play an important
role in the education of clergy."

Outside the Byzantine empire though, and in Syriac-speaking areas
in particular, a secular tradition did persist: the school of rhetoric
at Gaza, which flourished in the 6th century, clearly shows such a

17 See Roueché, Byzantine Philosophical Texts.

'8 Maguire, Art and Eloquence 18. For a more detailed study of the role rhetoric
played in both Byzantine education and the educational system of the Syro-Palestinian
region under Muslim rule, see my forthcoming Habilitationsschrift Studien zur Entwicklung
der christlich-arabischen Theologie und Philosophie des 8. und 9. Jahrhunderts.

" From the beginning, the church showed interest in the language but not in
the content of the classics; with respect to education, style became the most impor-
tant aspect of rhetoric. See Kennedy, Classical rhetoric, 1691E.
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union of rhetoric and Christian learning.”” The theological schools
(among them the School of Nisibis) represented important intellec-
tual centers. There is also clear evidence suggesting that secular top-
ics were taught there along with religious subjects:*' After the Arab
conquests, the monasteries of Qenneshre, Mar Mattai or Mar Sabas,
to name a few, even became notable centers of Greek studies in the
7th and 8th centuries. On the other hand, old secular institutions,
which had supported Hellenistic education, disappeared after the
Arabs arrived but, as we have seen, this development had already
begun in pre-Islamic times.

Unfortunately, no hard evidence on the curriculum in Syriac pri-
vate or Church schools has been preserved; the vitae of certain indi-
viduals from Syria (such as Andreas of Crete, ca. 660—740, and John
of Damascus, d. 749) do, however, mention secular topics taught in
Damascus schools and private teaching circles, such as the Greek
language, rhetoric, dialectics, mathematics, music, geometry, astron-
omy and philosophy. These topics constituted the curriculum of
higher education in classical antiquity.

The education described here may be an exception or a topos
that underlined the classical educational background of the theolo-
gians.” The writings of these learned men, however, display the wide
range of knowledge and academic interests that was obviously based
on a classical enkyklios paideia. Hence it 1s justified to assume that the
classical curriculum was carried on in the Middle East even during
the time that is called the “Dark Age” of Byzantium. There is also
good reason to believe that this curriculum was the basis for private
circles of learning and ecclesiastical schools, in which excerpts and
compilations of books, which had become inaccessible otherwise,
were used as textbooks. The aforementioned logical compendia in

% Concerning the preference of certain genres, such as the epistle, homily and
dialogue in rhetorical instruction, see Kustas, Studies, 291ff.

2 Voobus, School of Nisibis, passim.

2 See, for example, the vita of Andreas of Crete from the 10th century and a
vita of John of Damascus from the 13th century C.E. During the so-called renais-
sance of the 9th and 10th centuries (the “first Byzantine humanism,” Paul Lemerle,
1971), interest in the classical past and the preservation of classical literature through
the collecting and recopying of the old texts was growing. The “re-discovery” of
the old culture and its traditions may explain the explicit mention of the classical
curriculum in the viae of saints and learned men. See Hunger, Reconstruction and
perception.



CLASSICAL HERITAGE AND NEW LITERARY FORMS 25

Greek are joined by an analogous tradition in Syriac which, in turn,
vividly shows how widespread this kind of literature indeed was.*

3.4 Preference for certain literary themes and forms, and Christian identity

The evidence of Syriac literary activities in Umayyad times lets us
conclude that the concept of the enkyklios paideia was familiar to Syriac-
speaking students of theology. Furthermore, we note that the bulk
of Syriac literature was inherently theological in nature; and that the
preferred literary themes and forms are comparable to those that
flourished at the same time in Byzantium: the hagiographic and
homiletic literature,” miracle stories, along with quaestiones,” flori-
legia,” and disputations.”

These literary forms demonstrate also the growing importance of
an oral element in this literature.” Homilies and biographies of saints
were written for a wider audience. The question-and-answer litera-
ture gained new importance, along with the disputation literature
and the florilegia, since these latter texts were made, as one could
say, to marshal the arguments against Christian heretics. But they
were produced also to be used polemically and apologetically against
Jews and Muslims, and, ultimately, were seen as helpful in defining
Christian identity.

The importance of these literary and scholarly genres for Christian
self-consciousness had particularly increased after the Arabo-Islamic
conquest, when Christians were subjected, from their own perspec-
tive, to a “foreign” rule and an “alien” religion. Consequently, the
conclusions drawn by modern scholarship from the rather scant evi-
dence of secular writing in Byzantium would seem to be entirely
different when it comes to the Syriac-speaking communities of the
7th and 8th centuries in Islamic lands. Here the transmission of sec-
ular Greek texts was continued to a certain extent in Syriac trans-
lations. These included fields such as: historical writing, philosophy,
popular literature, prose and poetry. Moreover, the works of Syriac

# Baumstark, Syrisch-arabische Biographien, esp. 182-210.

* Ehrhard, Uberlieferung und Bestand.

» Dorries, Erotapokriseis, esp. 362-364; Richard, Floriléges spirituels grecs; Dagron,
Saint.

% Chadwick, Florilegium.

¥ Cameron, Disputations.

% See also the insightful article by Cameron, New Themes and Styles.
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scholars of the 7th century such as Severus Sebokht (d. 666/7),
Athanasius of Balad (d. 686) and Jacob of Edessa (d. 708) represent,
in fact, the heyday of the history of Syriac scholarship.”’

The conspectus of these sources reveals most impressively the
intense literary activities among Syriac scholars, whereas contempo-
rary scholarship in the Byzantine empire appears to have suffered
quite a severe eclipse. Significant examples of Syriac scholars are the
aforementioned Severus Sebokht, who was the author of astronom-
ical and logical treatises,” and his student, Athanasius of Balad, who
wrote an introduction to Aristotelian logic.”’ Furthermore, there is
Jacob of Edessa and his Hexaemeron, which served as a compendium
comprising all the scientific knowledge known at his time, including
sections on cosmology, geography and natural history, to mention a
few topics.*”? Furthermore, at the turn of the 8th century, the chrono-
graphical and historiographical tradition flourished among Christians
in North Syrian cities. This tradition is represented by works, which
form the basis for annalistic writing and the apocalyptic tradition in
Syriac of later times.”

The move of education from secular institutions to churches, which
in Byzantium caused a kind of decline in secular scholarship, thus
became, paradoxically enough, the catalyst for the revival of Greek
culture in Syro-Palestine. The Muslim conquests intensified this devel-
opment, and it seems that “the educational patterns of late antig-
uity survived better in cities under Muslim rule than in those under
Byzantine sovereignty.”** Such a positive attitude toward Greek learn-
ing generated a philhellenic atmosphere, which went together with
certain anti-Byzantine sentiments among Syriac Christians.

Interestingly enough, a similar phenomenon can later be detected
in the propaganda campaigns of ‘Abbasid rulers (especially during
al-Ma’min’s reign) against the Byzantines. This anti-Byzantine—and
anti-Christian—propaganda was linked to philhellenic aspects. It was
definitely intended to present the Muslim community as the only
true heir to ancient Greece.”

See Brock, Antagonism.

Neugebauer, Ancient Mathematical Astronomy 878.
31 Furlani, Atanasio di Baladh.

* lacobi Fdesseni Hexaemeron.

% Haldon, Anastasius of Sinai 128.

Browning, Literacy 47.

» Gutas, Greek Thought 84f.
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3.5 Renewal of traditional literary forms

As D. Sahas has pointed out,”® there was continuity in the cultural,
intellectual and spiritual life in Syria in general, and in the city of
Damascus in particular. This is manifested in a flourishing literary
activity, which brought forth a renewal of certain traditional literary
forms. Sahas interprets these activities in terms of the existence of
a “circle” of “reform-minded and monastically oriented intelligentsia”*
in the tradition of the Damascene school of rhetoric. Although there
is no direct evidence of an intellectual “circle” in the narrow sense
of the word, there are several accounts—mostly hagiographical in
nature—and some further indicators pointing to an astonishing lit-
erary production. They indicate that there was indeed a vital move-
ment of Christian scholars, who continued the Byzantine intellectual
and spiritual tradition under new circumstances by meeting the cul-
tural challenge they faced when Islam arrived. But this intellectual
movement was obviously not restricted to the city of Damascus; sev-
eral Christian scholars seem to have been closely related also to the
monastery of Mar Sabas in the Judean desert.

A further point needs to be made. In the 7th century, orality
seemingly gained much in significance for certain new literary forms
and genres of literature. This phenomenon can be explained by the
stress put on certain of these literary forms and genres as “educa-
tional” tools. Since public education had ceased to exist, as we have
seen, the Church took over this task. This kind of Church-conducted
education required writings which made it possible to teach the doc-
trine and theological issues in an attractive, concise and easily mem-
orizable form.*

A good example of such a presentation of theological issues are
the canons; here pedagogy and liturgy united. These canons represent
a new genre of hymns, which eventually replaced the kontakion. John
of Damascus and Cosmas of Maiuma, for instance, wrote adapta-
tions of the sermons and homilies, which had been composed by
Gregory of Nazianzus (330—390) in the new form of canons. These
works represent texts that are particularly easy to memorize and that
comprise a kind of summa theologica in verse.*

% Sahas, Cultural Interaction 65.

Sahas, Cultural Interaction 39.

% Haldon, Anastasius of Sinai 118.

% For the canon in detail, see Sahas, Cultural Interaction 50. See also Hoyland,
107f.

37
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3.6 Question-and-answer literature

An increasing oral element is also evident in the question-and-answer
literature. Collections of questions and answers originated in Classical
Antiquity. There, they were a common form by which specific ques-
tions in both secular and religious matters were expressed. The
Christian tradition adapted this form for both biblical exegesis and
discussion of dogmatic questions. These collections often had a didac-
tic purpose, and the question-and-answer pattern particularly pro-
moted the transmission of knowledge to students at the beginner’s
level. In addition, these texts were often concise enough to be used
as handbooks.

In the Christian tradition, the monastic apophthegmata took up this
literary form in order to provide spiritual and confessional instruc-
tion. From these works, originally transmitted orally, there later devel-
oped compilations of a somewhat more definite literary shape."

Besides the “didactic” question-and-answer literature, there existed
collections of a rather “dialectical” nature.* These works were based
on the scholastic technique of question and refutation. This tech-
nique goes back to Aristotelian dialectics and existed in an already
developed stage in the Byzantine theology of the 6th century. It
found its continuation in the writings of John of Damascus (d. 749)
and Theodorus Abt Qurra (d. ca. 820), whose works represent the
climax of this genre. The method these two scholars followed was
a method applied by Christian academics, intending to address other
Christian scholars.

The greater part of the Christian population, however, had to be
won over and educated in a different way: by simplicity and clarity
in writing, rather than dialectical sophistries. The collection of Questions
and Answers of Anastasius of Sinai is, for instance, such a work writ-
ten for the common people.

There is a wide range of questions in the Anastasian collection
that reflect the new situation of Christians under Muslim rule dis-
cussed above.” Interestingly enough, this particular collection of ques-
tions also indicates a kind of uncertainty which the Christians in the
former Byzantine lands faced in day-to-day matters of life, a spiri-

See Dorries, Erotapokriseis 342f.

For a survey of the genre, see Haldon, Anastasius of Sinai 116ff.
* Daiber, Mas@’il wa-adjwiba, 636.

An overview of the topics has been given by Dagron, Saint.
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tual crisis which they experienced after the Arabo-Islamic conquests
had occurred. This spiritual crisis was caused by the fact that the
Christians in this region had not yet viewed the Muslims as the bear-
ers of a new religion but, rather, as apocalyptic enemies and the
instruments of God’s punishment inflicted on them for their religious
laxity. This view has to do with the self-image of the Muslim com-
munity: the Muslims themselves were looking for a religious iden-
tity; the Christians and Jews, in turn, had to redefine their own. In
this situation, the perception of other religious communities and the
debate with them was of rather minor importance.

In his Questions and Answers, Anastasius of Sinai demonstrates that
a Christian way of life was possible under the new political circum-
stances, although the answers he gives in this collection to some
pressing questions are clearly intended to give comfort to the Christian
community, to support it in its struggle to keep its religious and spir-
itual identity, and to help it to survive in an Islamic state.”

4 The understanding of rhetoric among Syriac scholars

It has become clear that the Christian literature in the Syriac-speak-
ing region saw a heyday that included the emergence of new liter-
ary forms, even after the Muslim conquests. A major characteristic
of these forms is the strong oral element, which implies the use of
these works for a larger public. Christian authors were familiar with
dialectic aspects of rhetoric and knew very well how to reach and
attract their audience by using the strategies of Greek rhetoric. Their
objective was the “persuasion of the multitude,” with the purpose of
warding off the danger of apostasy. It is quite evident that Christian
scholars, during a period of an increasing number of conversions to
Islam, were not only aware of the fact that great efforts were needed
if they wanted to stop this development, but apparently became
active on an intellectual level in this regard. For these intellectual
activities, rhetoric was a most effective literary means.

From the fact that only a few Syriac texts on rhetorical theory®
have survived, one could gain the impression that the Syrian Christians

* For a thorough discussion of the works of Anastasius, sec Haldon, Anastasius
of Sinai, passim.
* Watt, Syriac Rhetorical Theory 245-248.
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had little interest in classical eloquence or, at least, little taste for
oratory. For instance, we know of no Syriac translations of Greek
works on rhetorical theory other than the Rhetoric of Aristotle and
of no original works on the subject in Syriac before the Rhetoric of
Antony of Tagrit (probably composed in the 9th century). Yet this
very fact does not necessarily mean that Syriac education did not
cover or include the study of rhetoric. Several works by Syriac authors
from the 4th century on, and especially in the 7th century, show an
extensive use of rhetorical figures, revealing their authors’ profound
knowledge of rhetoric.* Some impressive examples of the synthesis of
Classical rhetoric and Christian eloquence are the homilies of Catholicos
Mar Aba II of Kashkar from the 7th century, for they show in a
convincing manner the tradition of the ars rhetorica among the Syrians.*’
The dominant rhetorical writings in Byzantium—those of Aphthonius,
Hermogenes and their commentators, for example—were not, how-
ever, translated into Syriac and had no influence on the study of
rhetoric by the Syrians.*

In contrast to Byzantium, Syriac education seems instead to have
given more space to the tradition of Aristotelian works on rhetoric
and eloquence, such as the Topics, Rhetoric or Poetics. There was, for
example, a translation of the Zopics by Athanasius of Balad (d. 686).*
Furthermore, a letter by Timothy I, Catholicos from 780-823, indi-
cates that there may well have existed Syriac versions of the Rhetoric
and Poetics, although there is still no proof to support this assump-
tion.”” At the same time, as Conley has observed,”" only a few of
the hundreds of manuscripts of Aristotle’s works, which had circu-
lated in the Byzantine empire up to the 14th century, do include
the Rhetoric. And there is also no tangible commentary tradition before
the 12th century. From these facts, Conley concludes that the Byzantine

46

See the contributions at the IV Symposium Syriacum 1987, especially Bohlig, Zur
Rhetorik im Liber Graduum; Reinink, Rhetorik in der Homilie; Watt, Rhetorical
figures.

¥ For Mar Aba, see Reinink, Studien zur Quellen- und Traditionsgeschichte.

¥ Conley, Aristotle’s Rhetoric.

¥ Brock, Syriac Commentary Tradition. There can be no doubt that later this
tradition has influenced the preferred transmission of Aristotelian works on rhetoric
to the Arabs as well.

* Here Timothy requested a priest from the monastery Mar Mattai to inquire
about Syriac manuscripts on Topics, Rhetoric, Sophistici Elenchi and Poetics. See
Braun, Briefe des Katholikos Timotheus; also Brock, Two Letters.

1 Conley, Aristotle’s Rhetoric 311T.
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rhetoricians, who complained repeatedly about Aristotle’s obscurity,
paid little attention to Aristotle’s Rhetoric. The “re-discovery” of
Aristotle’s writings on rhetoric in Byzantium seems to have been ini-
tiated first in the 10th century through the increasing interest of
Byzantine scholars in old Greek manuscripts. This situation might
have been influenced as well by the collection and translation of
Greek scientific works into Arabic conducted in the early ‘Abbasid
caliphate; and it 1s quite possible that the oldest extant Greek man-
uscript from the 10th century—containing the Rhetoric of Aristotle™—
indeed stems from a collection of Greek manuscripts prepared by
Christian scholars living in the Dar al-Islam.

The question thus arises again as to why the Byzantine world
ignored Aristotle’s rhetorical writings whereas the Syrians preferred
them. On the other hand, Syriac scholars obviously ignored those
works which dominated Greek rhetorical theory. Judicial oratory, for
instance, which was held in much higher esteem by the Byzantine
rhetoricians, had seemingly no perceptible effect on Syriac rhetori-
cal teaching. It was rather the more practical application of rhetoric
in its traditional function (going back to Platonic political rhetoric)
which dominated the Syrian teaching tradition.”

The Rhetoric of Antony of Tagrit was the earliest original work on
rhetorical theory in Syriac. Obviously it continued to be part of that
tradition by accepting the predominant interpretation of rhetoric
among the Syrians. It did so as persuasive eloquence which, in turn,
is connected both to classical literature (which was, in the Christian
context, represented rather by Christian classics, especially those of
Gregory of Nazianzus) and to philosophy.”* This understanding of
rhetoric met the educational and didactic purposes as it did the lit-
erary forms preferred by Syriac scholars at that time. It was through
this art of rhetoric, which combined methods of persuasion and ora-
tory, that they instructed the “multitude.” To achieve this goal, not

2 On this ms. (Parisinus Gr. 1741), see Harlfinger, Aristotelica. See also Conley,
Aristotle’s Rhetoric 36.

» For the transmission of classical rhetoric, see Watt, Syriac Reception. One
encounters this tradition again in the writings of al-Farabt such as Kitab al-Khataba
or “The Perfect State” when he deals with rhetoric. As it seems, these ideas were
transmitted to him by his Syrian teachers. Cf. Watt, From Themistius.

 For a definition of rhetoric, see Antony of Tagrit 585; Kennedy, Later Greek
Philosophy 192. For the relationship of philosophy, dialectic and rhetoric, see Hadot,
Philosophie.
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only rhetoric but also poetry was used. As shown above, new poetic
forms for worship were developed to reach a broader audience and
“to stir the mind of the audience” to “accept what is uttered,” as
we are told by Antony of Tagrit.”

Evidently, the old curriculum including elements of Hellenistic lit-
erary and elementary rhetorical education lived on in Syriac schools.
It contributed to preserving a tradition of rhetorical teaching which
had developed in its own particular way apart from the Byzantine
tradition.

5 The emergence of Christian literature in Arabic

Only a few decades later, the knowledge of rhetoric and dialectics
became more and more important and relevant to inter-faith dis-
putation. Its significance is shown by the unprecedented rise of
Christian apologetic and polemic treatises written in Arabic from the
first ‘Abbasid century on. The shift from Greck and Syriac to Arabic
displays the increasing degree of assimilation of the Christian pop-
ulation to an Arabic-speaking, Islamic environment in the early
‘Abbasid period. Now Arabic had become the lngua franca of the
caliphate. This wide use of this language also served to lower eth-
nic and cultural barriers. In fact, it had a unifying effect.’®

Politically and ideologically, ‘Abbasid society no longer focused on
Arab culture. Instead, the emphasis was now on Arabic culture. This
significant change made it possible for everyone who knew Arabic
to participate actively in the cultural and societal developments of
the state.”” This general cultural and linguistic shift had far-reaching
consequences also for the literary activities of Christians in this geo-
graphic area.

Christian literature, now composed in Arabic, did, however, per-
petuate the novel genres of writing that had developed earlier in
Byzantium and in Umayyad times. Among these new genres are
homilies, hagiography, disputation, florilegia, and miracle stories.

» Antony of Tagrit 1.
% Fiick, Arabiya.
" Gutas, Greek Thought 191.
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These genres came sometimes to be seen as somewhat exemplary
for literary forms applied by Muslims in their Arabic writings.

Christian Arabic theological literature was, to a large degree, apolo-
getic in nature and twofold in approach. On the one hand, it was
written to defend the Christian faith externally, i.e. when facing
Muslim arguments; on the other hand, it was meant to strengthen
the Christians in their faith and self-consciousness, for Christian com-
munities were increasingly confronted with the conversion of Christians
to Islam.”® In effect, polemical and apologetic literature as such
received an important fresh impetus at this time.”

Literary works written by Christians in Arabic, i.e. the language
of the political rulers, found a broader audience from now on out-
side of the Christian community as well. With the emergence of
Islamic theology, the Muslims took notice of Christian theological
treatises and were many times impressed by the skills of argumen-
tation among their Christian counterparts. It is not surprising, there-
fore, that, in the initial stage of the translation movement, Christian
writings on dialectics and rhetoric in particular (these had been trans-
lated into Arabic from Greek and Syriac) found an interested read-
ership also among Muslims.”

During Umayyad times, Christian scholars represented a living
intellectual tradition, which was by then dominated by a monasti-
cally oriented intelligentsia. The latter, however, gradually decayed
through the decline of secular learning in the monasteries in the 8th
century. The pressure on the Christian population, then caused by
the policy of Arabicization and Islamization implemented by the caliph
‘Abd al-Malik and his successors, largely affected both the public life
and the literary production of the Christians. As a result, the internal
problems of the Christian community and their religious concerns

% The first appearance of Christian apologetic works corresponds to the time
when large numbers of Christians converted to Islam. Cf. Bulliet, Conversion to Islam.
Bulliet maintains that the time between 791 and 888 are the years when the “early
majority” (i.e. up to 35% of the population) became Muslim.

" In this context, a comprehensive comparison between the rhetorical means and
figures used in both Syriac and Christian Arabic theological literature still remains
a desideratum.

% The caliph al-Mahdt (d. 785) commissioned the translation of the Topics into
Arabic. It obviously served as a kind of handbook and was used to teach the art
of argumentation. See van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschafi iii, 23.
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now became the focus of attention of Christian writers. In such an
atmosphere, they increasingly disregarded secular themes. Hence, the
interest in secular Greek literature—and in translating it into the
new lingua_franca—was rather small among Christians. Moreover, there
was no wide basis of support for such translations from Greek into
Arabic, neither from inside (the Christian community itself), nor
from outside (the Umayyad rulers or other patrons and sponsors).
The real need for Arabic translations of philosophical and scientific
works first arose when Arab Muslims became increasingly more inter-
ested in these fields of scholarship. However, and importantly enough,
this translation movement was evidently stimulated by a still-existent
curriculum of Syriac education, among other factors.

With the ‘Abbasid revolution, an intellectual climate emerged again
which promoted secular learning.®’ Thus, clerics played a significant
role as early translators of Greek works into Arabic.”” They had the
knowledge of various languages, and they had access to the books
in demand, because monasteries and churches (especially centers such
as those on Mount Sinai and at Mar Sabas) contained valuable col-
lections of Greek and Syriac manuscripts.” However, it also became
quickly evident that the early translations, carried out first and fore-
most by inexperienced translators, were of limited use for scientific
purposes. The rapidly increasing demand for expert translations in
terms of style and substance eventually brought forth groups of pro-
fessional translators. They combined linguistic competence with
scientific knowledge and they soon surpassed by far the clerical trans-
lators of the previous generation.

The translation of secular Greek texts into Arabic was now no
longer a task for clerics. Thus, it remained secular literature which
was, to a high degree, outside of the scope of Christian Arabic lit-
erature. On the other hand, the literary production of the Christians
during the ‘Abbasid era was influenced also by Arabo-Islamic phi-
losophy, theology, and other fields of Islamic scholarship which, in
general, were closely connected to the Graeco-Arabic translation

' For a discussion of the various factors stimulating the Graeco-Arabic transla-
tion movement, which goes beyond the scope of this paper, see Gutas, Greek Thought
12111

52 For instance, the translation of the Zopics by Timothy (or rather Abt Nuh);
see the passage in Timothy’s letter 43: Bidawid, Lettres 35.

% Wilson, Libraries.



CLASSICAL HERITAGE AND NEW LITERARY FORMS 35

movement. However, Christian Arabic literature remained—except
for another new heyday of Syriac and Coptic scholarship in the
12th—13th centuries—a mostly ecclesiastical and theological literature
whose objective was, in the first place, to consolidate the Christian
community, now a minority in a predominantly Muslim environment.
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CHAPTER THREE

REFUTING THE CHARGE OF TAHRIF: ABU RA’ITA
(D. CA. 835) AND HIS “FIRST RISALA
ON THE HOLY TRINITY™

Sandra Toenies Keating

The quranic allegation that significant portions of the Torah and
Gospels have been falsified, commonly identified as ta/7f, has played
an important role in the relations between the Muslim wmma and
Christians and Jews throughout history. It is perhaps the most con-
tentious theological issue between the communities, and arguably lies
at the root of all other disagreements. Initially, the claim of tahrif
was primarily employed by Muslims to defend the truth of the rev-
elation to Muhammad and the authenticity of his prophethood against
those who contended they were not legitimate. Over the centuries,
however, the argument was expanded and elaborated to explain a
wide range of discrepancies between the Quran and the Bible.! The
charge eventually provided the starting point for all other polemical
themes in Islam, becoming one of the most common subjects found
in apologetical texts.?

Many Christian apologists took up the task of defending Christian
faith against the claim that it was founded on the sand of falsechood
and lies. Among the first to do so was Habib ibn Khidma Abu
Ra’1ta (ca. 153—ca. 220 A.H./ca. 770—ca. 835 C.E.), a Jacobite from
the ancient city of Takrit near Baghdad. Although Abt Ra’ita devotes
only a very small portion of his writings explicitly to refuting the
charge of tahrif, the problem is clearly at the forefront of his mind
as he formulates many of his arguments. His efforts would lay the
groundwork for later generations of apologists seeking to answer the
accusation.

! Lazarus-Yafeh, Intertwined Worlds 19—-35. The most extensive survey of the argu-

ment of tafrif found in the writings of important Muslim scholars continues to be
Di Matteo: Il “tahrif” od alterazione della Bibbia (1922).
? Bouamama, La littérature polémique musulmane 43.
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1 The charge of falsification

Traditionally, tafnf is the general term given to the teaching that
any disparity between the Quran and the Jewish and Christian scrip-
tures can be traced to the intentional or accidental corruption of the
latter by deceitful people, most often the Jews.” This doctrine is based
on explicit references in the Quran to the problem. According to
the Quran, the revelation to Muhammad is parallel to all previous
revelations, repeating and confirming what already had been passed
on through the recognized prophets from Adam to Jesus (see Q) 2:41,
91, 97; 3:3; 4:47; 5:46-48; and passim).* All authentic scriptures are
“copies” of the original “Mother of the Book,” the wumm al-kitab
(Q 3:7; 13:39; 43:4), identified by theologians as the Word of God.
This Word is inscribed on the heavenly “Preserved Tablet” (al-lawh
al-mahfiz, Q 85:22), where it is protected from corruption and guarded
from all distortion. Throughout the history of humanity, all or parts
of it have been “sent down” many times and communicated through
various prophets as an untainted revelation. Among others, the Quran
mentions the revelation of the Torah to Moses and Aaron (Q 23:49;
25:35; 37:117), the Psalms to David (Q 21:105), the Gospel to Jesus
(Q 19:30), and finally, the Quran to Muhammad (Q 43:2-3), as
examples of this perfect manifestation of the wmm al-kitab.

Because authentic revelations of the eternal Book are always copies
of the original Preserved Tablet, their monotheistic content never
varies.” Furthermore, the text descends directly and is literally trans-
mitted through the person who receives it, eliminating any human
involvement, and thus any possibility of error or deviation from the
previous revelation.® As the last historical instance of God’s sending
down of the umm al-kitab, the Quran serves as the criterion by which
all other scriptures are to be judged for their fidelity to the original
message, and as the corrective for those who are seeking the truth
of God.’

Early on, Muhammad and his followers became aware of significant
discrepancies between the Quran and the Torah and Gospels, par-

% See the art. “Tahrif,” in EI* x, 111 (Hava Lazarus-Yafch).
* Watt, Early Development 77-78.

> Gaudeul, Encounters and Clashes i, 11.

b Caspar and Gaudeul, Textes 63-64.

7 Gaudeul, Encounters and Clashes 1, 4—5.
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ticularly concerning the authenticity of Muhammad’s prophethood.
The unwillingness of both Jews and Christians to accept his claim
to be a true, and even the final, prophet sent by God prompted
arguments in his defence.? Based on the Quran, Muslims maintained
that previous prophets, including Abraham and Jesus (QQ 7:157; 2:129;
61:6), had predicted Muhammad’s coming, but that their followers
had concealed this in various ways. They argued that many Christians
and Jews had recognized his true identity based on the prophecies
and became Muslims; others, however, had obscured the real mean-
ing of the revelations and refused to acknowledge him.” Later, Muslim
theologians pointed to changes in dietary laws, monastic practices
and the doctrines of the Incarnation and Trinity as especially in
need of correction, and claimed that points of disagreement between
the scriptures are always to be reconciled in favor of the revelation
to Muhammad.'

The Quran places the blame for error in the scriptures of Christians
and Jews on those who were entrusted with preserving the revela-
tions. While numerous references do not make clear who is directly
responsible—in several places it is simply stated that the Torah and
Gospel have been changed—the Quran most often identifies the Jews
as the source of the distortions in the scriptures. The fact that
Christians based their teachings of Jesus as the Messiah on the Jewish
scriptures, along with the Jewish rejection of Muhammad, made the
Jews the prime suspects as the origin of the corruption.'' One of the
most explicit statements in Q 5:13 says that the Jews have altered
the scriptures in two ways: “T'hey have altered ( yuharrifina) the words’

8 Watt, Early Development 77; Lazarus-Yafeh, Intertwined Worlds 75-110.

% Caspar and Gaudeul, Textes 64, 93. One of the most well-known accounts of
this phenomenon is that of Ibn Ishaq (d. ca. 767), who argued in his Strat Rasal
Allah that Jesus’ annunciation of the Paraclete found in the Gospel of John (14:16,
26; 15:26; 16:7, 13) was in fact a clear reference to Muhammad; cf. Ibn Ishaq,
Strat al-nabt 1, 25; Caspar and Gaudeul, Textes 76, n. 35.

Although Christians countered the claim with evidence that Ibn Ishaq had con-
fused two Greek terms, his explanation was repeated by subsequent Muslim writ-
ers as proof of manipulation and corruption of the previous revelations, and became
a standard item in later polemical works. See Guthrie and Bishop, Paraclete 251-256;
and Watt, His Name is Ahmad 113-117; and Early Development 79-80, 82.

1 Gaudeul, Encounters and Clashes i, 6. Especially relevant here are the verses of
the Quran that warn against belief in the Trinity (Q 4:171; 5:73), record Jesus’
own denial of his divinity (Q 4:171-172; 5:17, 72), and disapprove of monasticism
(Q 57:27).

" Caspar and Gaudeul, Textes 62, 93.
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places and they have forgotten (nas@) a part of what was given to
them by Him.” Near parallels to this text are found in Q 5:41, 2:75
and 4:46, each of which places the guilt of alteration on the Jews
after Moses.

But this did not allay suspicions that Christians were also respon-
sible. Sometimes Christians are mentioned specifically or included
together with the Jews under the epithet afl al-kitab in the Quran
as having manipulated the texts. One finds a succinct summary of
their complicity put in the mouth of a Muslim participant in a debate
with a Christian reported to have taken place around the year 800
C.E. in Jerusalem:

What you have said you report only from your Gospel and your new
books; however, we have the first, true Gospel. We received it from
our Prophet, and it contradicts that which is in your possession. For
after the Ascension of Christ into heaven, John and his followers revised
the Gospel and set down what is in your possession as they wished.
This is what our Prophet has handed down to us.'"

This charge apparently reflects the general opinion of the Muslim
scholarly community. A contemporary of Abu Ra’ita, ‘Alf Sahl Rab-
ban al-Tabart (d. 240/855), uses the quranic references to falsification
to expose the truth that he believes Christians have obscured. He is
the author of two of the oldest surviving Muslim refutations of
Christianity: Radd ‘ala al-nasara and Kitab al-din wa-lI-dawla.” In the
latter, al-TabarT states that he wants to uncover the truth in the
scriptures, which the Christians are trying to hide and have altered
(harrafd). He does not dispute the general authenticity of the Christian
scriptures, but rather argues specifically that the meaning of the text
has been distorted, especially in what concerns the prophecy of
Muhammad, in order to conceal the veracity of the Quran.'
Eventually, a multitude of problematic discrepancies between the
revelation to Muhammad and other scriptures came to be identified
as the result of tampering by human hands. In the centuries after
Muhammad’s death, the argument of ‘afirif was developed until it
became recognized as a legitimate and standard feature of Islamic

2 Vollers, Religionsgesprach 62; see also Griffith, Gospel in Arabic 142.

13 Khalifé¢ et Kutsch, Ar-Radd ‘ala-n-Nasara 115-148; and al-Tabari, K. al-Din
wa-l-dawla.

" See especially K. al-Din wa-l-dawla 7, 6, 20, 117.
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apologetics. In keeping with the thesis that the Torah and Gospels
had been corrupted, a number of attempts were made to rectify
errors found in them by excising problematic passages and substi-
tuting words with others more consistent with the Quran.” These
activities did not go unnoticed by the Christian community, and
many felt that they warranted a response.

2 Aba Ra’ita’s “First Risala on the Holy Trinity”'"®

Naturally, the problem posed by tahrif had a significant impact on
the manner in which Jews and Christians could formulate an effective
rebuttal to Islamic claims about the status of their own teachings.
Christian apologists recognized that many of the traditional argu-
ments devised to defend Christianity against its early Jewish detrac-
tors could also be used to respond to Muslims. They were also well
aware that any appeal to a common scripture base was severely lim-
ited by the allegation that the biblical texts had been falsified. This
compelled them to find common ground in reason supplemented by
examples and analogies that would be acceptable to their opponents
and draw them into the argument.

Abt R@’ita was one of the first to recognize the window that had
been opened at the beginning of the third/ninth century with the
growing interest of Muslim mutakallimiin in the Greek philosophical
tradition. Drawing particularly on the tools offered by Aristotelian
logic, he used reason to formulate his arguments and delineate both
what was agreed upon and what was disputed between the two reli-
gions. Between the years 199/815 and 215/830, Abu Ra’ita pro-
duced at least five treatises (one of which is now lost) aimed at

' Ibn Ishaq cited John 15:23-16:1 directly, but made “corrections” in order to
bring it more closely in line with the quranic views of Jesus. For example, he
replaces the three instances of “my Father” with “the Lord,” following the Islamic
rejection of Jesus’ divinity. This passage has been carefully studied by two schol-
ars, Baumstark, Eine altarabische Evangelientibersetzung 201-209; and Guillaume,
Version of the Gospels 289-296. A summary of the two is found in Griffith, Gospel
in Arabic 137-143. For specific examples of Muslim exegesis of the Bible passages
in question, see Goldziher, Ueber muhammedanische Polemik 1-47. A further
instance of this phenomenon can be seen in the later anonymous re-working of the
psalms, edited and translated by Krarup, Auswahl pseudo-davidischer Psalmen.

1o Because Abti R@’ita’s epistolary texts exemplify a particular type of letter-trea-
tise found in Christian Arabic literature, I have chosen to retain the Arabic term
risala (pl. rasa’il) here.
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defending Christianity against Muslim polemics.'” Four of the texts
are in letter format and addressed to unidentified fellow Jacobite
Christians. These are intended to provide ready answers for those
who are being questioned by their Muslim neighbors about Christian
teachings. The fifth is a collection of proof texts taken from the Old
Testament, the importance of which will be seen below.

In these treatises, Abu Ra’ita is attentive to two particular con-
cerns. First, he hopes to supply evidence that can be used by Christians
to convince Muslims of the viability of Christian doctrines (especially
of the Incarnation and Trinity) and show that they are not contra-
dictory or absurd. His secondary purpose is to assuage the doubts
of Christians who are beginning to consider conversion to the new
faith." Both of these objectives are manifested in his use of Arabic
as his literary medium. Abt Ra’ita’s apologies are among the first
whose author can be positively identified that are written in Arabic."

7"A total of at least eleven texts authored by Abt Ra’ita can be identified,
although only nine of these are extant. In addition to the responses to questions
by Muslims, he wrote several treatises explaining monophysite teachings, including
two defending the Jacobite version of the Trishagion. They have been collected
together with two other texts containing excerpts from Abt R@’ita’s works in Georg
Graf’s edition: Die Schrifien des Jacobiten Habib Ibn Hidma Abu Ra’ita. References to
Abt Ra’ita’s works here will follow the numbering assigned by Graf. Unfortunately,
Abu Ra’ita’s contribution to Arab Christian theology has been neglected. For exam-
ple, “[nJow the publication of the work of a Jacobite theologian of the beginning
of the 3rd/9th century, Aba Ra’ita Habib b. Khidma, shows that, contrary to the
opinion of Massignon, this distinction between the divine attributes dates from a
period considerably before that of Yahya b. ‘Adi, since it is found in the work of
Abu R@’ita, from whom the author of the letter borrowed it, as well as the whole
of the philosophical-theological section dealing with the unity of God (cf. G. Graf,
Die Schriften 5-10). As for the fact of a Nestorian author borrowing from a Jacobite
a discussion of the unity of God, this is not surprising, since there was no difference
of opinion between them on this point.” See the art. “al-Kindi, ‘Abd al-Masth,”
in: EI* v, 120 (G. Troupeau).

1 The Christian community was just beginning to address this important issue.
In the period spanning Aba Ra’ita’s lifetime, the Muslim population in Iraq appears
to have increased from approximately ten percent to nearly forty percent. This was
due to several factors, the most significant of which was conversions to Islam.
‘Abbasid policies strongly favored Muslims, and increases in the jizpa, or “poll-tax,”
which, in traditional Islamic law, is levied on non-Muslims in Muslim states, gave
many strong incentives to convert to the new religion. Cf. Bulliet, Conversion to Islam
81-83. Abu R&@’ita is apparently convinced that many had abandoned Christianity
for political or economic gain, as well as religious reasons. He takes up these prob-
lems in his “Proof of the Christian Religion” (VIII), where he lays out both unac-
ceptable and legitimate reasons to convert to another religion, followed by a defence
of Christian doctrine and practices.

19 Abti R2’ita himself was probably a native Syriac-speaker, and is representa-
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This suggests that, although the ostensible purpose of the texts is to
provide assistance to Christians, he expected they would be read by
Muslims as well.

In keeping with this expectation, he lays out the arguments in a
manner deliberately intended to convince the readers of both reli-
gions. Certainly, Abt Ra’ita’s contemporaries would have recognized
his efforts as a response to the Quran’s testimony that Christians
will be called upon to produce their proof (burhan) for the truth of
their religion on the Day of Judgment (Q 2:111; 28:75). In partic-
ular, they will be compelled to give a justification for their belief in
the Trinity and the divinity of Christ. The ras@’il Abtu Ra’ita offers
his readers are a sort of compendium, a kind of kitab al-burhan, of
prepared responses to exactly these issues. The treatises are partic-
ularly notable for their use of a wide variety of resources, with a
special emphasis on certain types of Old Testament examples and
on the Hellenistic ideas that were gaining currency in the third/ninth
century in Muslim scholarly circles.”

A close examination of the texts, however, reveals that Abu Ra@’ita
is not simply presenting arguments to be translated and applied to
individual encounters with Muslims. He is advocating a particular
approach for Christians to take in these exchanges that depends pri-
marily on what can be proven by reason and commonly agreed-
upon philosophical principles, supplemented by the occasional scriptural
reference. The impetus for this move is taken up briefly at the end
of one of his most significant writings, the “First Risala on the Holy
Trinity” (al-Risala al-ula fi [-thaluth al-muqaddas) (I), where he turns
to the Muslim charge that the scriptures have been falsified.

After a typical epistolary preface, the “First Risala” (I) begins with
a statement summarizing the appropriate attributes (sifaf) for God,
put in the mouth of a Muslim opponent. Abt R2’ita then proceeds
with a demonstration of the logical necessity of a Trinitarian under-
standing of these attributes. His method is predominantly dialecti-
cal, by which he continually narrows the meanings of important
concepts. This is followed by several common analogies proving that
unicity and plurality are not by definition incompatible (e.g., one

tive of the important period of transition to Arabic promoted by the policies of the
‘Abbasid caliphs.

% Harald Suermann argues that Abii R@’ita may be the first Christian to use
Aristotle in engaging Muslims on these topics. See id., Trinitit, esp. 221-223.
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light, many lamps). Abt Ra’ita also includes a number of biblical
references in support of his argument, concluding that both scrip-
ture and reason support the Christian doctrine of the Trinity.

Although several of Abu R&’ita’s apologetic treatises responding
to Islam have been directly influenced by the problem posed by the
accusation of tafrif, none reveals the concern more the “First Risala”
(I), where the overall structure is completely determined by the issue.
Abt R@’1ta is acutely aware that the accusation of falsification under-
mines much of the primary evidence for Christian teaching. This
leads him to adopt a two-pronged approach that utilizes both prin-
ciples of logic and elements drawn from Greek thought, and tradi-
tional evidence employed previously by Christian apologists that does
not contradict what is found in the Quran. Consequently, the greater
part of the “First Risala” is taken up with philosophical argumentation,
concentrating especially on precise definitions of “one” and “unity,”
and on necessary attributes and their relationship to the Divine Being.
Throughout the argument, he uses both dialectic and logic to draw
appropriate distinctions and eliminate incorrect assumptions. In this
manner, Abt Ra’ta apparently hopes to establish reason as com-
mon ground and lure Muslim intellectuals into the argument. Such
an approach, he contends, will ultimately prove that the doctrines
of the Trinity and the Incarnation are not absurd, but rather philo-
sophically necessary.

Abt R2’ita believes that these proofs are sufficient to convince
both Muslims and Christians of the truth of Christianity. However,
he recognizes that ‘afi77f remains an issue that cannot simply be
avoided, for it is only through revelation that the specific identities
of the three Persons of the Trinity are known. Furthermore, leav-
ing the issue unaddressed might lend credence to the accusation of
falsification. It is therefore incumbent on him to demonstrate the
integrity of the Bible to his readers in a way that will counter the
allegation of tahrif. In response, he takes up the problem near the end
of the “First Risala” (1) after he has drawn his opponent in with
non-scriptural evidence, attacking the charge directly by exposing its
lack of a logical foundation. The strong language and strategic place-
ment of this rebuttal is striking, suggesting that Aba Ra’ita’s own
personal experience of such discussions lie behind the Risala.

The issue of falsification is first raised in (§16) within the context
of a defence of gyas (“reasoning by analogy”), where Abu Ra’ita
concludes with the assertion that his argument is reliable proof “even
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if the ones who differ from us on it declare it to be false when they
claim we have altered (tahrifina) [the sacred books] by adding to them
and taking away from them.” His statement follows the general
quranic descriptions of tafirif as the manipulation of the true revela-
tion either by placing words in the mouths of the prophets or by
concealing what was received (Q 2:42, 140, 146; 3:71, 78, 187; 4:46;
5:13, 41; and passim). More specifically, however, Abti Ra’ita wants
to discredit any suggestion of a particularly egregious type of lahrif,
that of fabdil, or “substitution.”

The Quran contends that the reason Christians and Jews have
strayed from the original message given to the prophets before
Muhammad is that the texts of their scriptures have been misinter-
preted, poorly read, or intentionally manipulated.? The most seri-
ous form of corruption, tabdil, is counted among the six different
verbs and their derivatives (kitman, labs, tahrif, layy, nisyan, tabdil)
employed in the Quran to describe these various types of falsification
through human intervention.”” According to Muslim scholars of the
first few centuries after Muhammad, these terms can be generally
understood as belonging to one of two recognized categories: tahrif
al-nass (“falsification of the actual fext of the scriptures”) and tahrif al-
ma‘ant (“falsification of the meaning of the scriptures”). A further dis-
tinction made within the latter category, (@’wil, covers errors made
in interpreting the meaning of a verse. Tabdil falls under the first head-
ing, and is usually considered to be the most grievous form of tahrif
because it is a willful falsification of the text.”

“Substitution” is mentioned explicitly in the Quran twice in con-
nection with the Israelites after Moses in QQ 2:59 and 7:162 in which

2 Bouamama, Littérature 43; Watt, Early Development 78.

# The relevant terms are: kitman (“hiding or concealing,” Q 2:42, 140, 146, 159,
174; 3:71, 187), sometimes found in conjunction with labs (“disguising,” Q 2:42;
3:71), which refers to the concealment of the true revelation, such as references to
Muhammad’s prophethood. A third term, layy (“to twist”), suggests that during
recitation of the scriptures the pronunciation was corrupted (either intentionally or
unintentionally) so that the listener would not have a proper understanding of it
(Q 3:78; 4:46). The Quran also implies that the false interpretation of the mean-
ing of the scriptures stems from disregard for important passages or that some rev-
clations were simply forgotten. The term nisyan (“forgetting, overlooking™) is used
both in reference to Jews (Q 7:53, 164; 5:13) and Christians (Q 5:14; 7:53). Finally,
tabdil (“substitution,” Q) 2:59; 7:162) points to the actual changing of the scriptural
texts. Cf. Caspar and Gaudeul, Textes 62-63. Each of these terms seems to assume
that the distortion occurred while the revelation was being passed on orally, and
no written text was available for corrections.

# Caspar and Gaudeul, Textes 61-63.
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it is clearly stated that the evildoers among them “substituted” (bad-
dala) what was given to them by God with something else. Unlike
the other forms of ‘afrif identified by Muslim scholars, tabdil is unam-
biguously intentional. According to the Quran, this deliberate dis-
tortion of the scriptures was not limited to the substitution of words
in previously revealed texts; those who heard the new message also
tried to corrupt it. In Q 10:15, God instructs Muhammad to resist
those who ask him to substitute something else for the authentic rev-
elations, apparently because they are too difficult or contradict the
other scriptures. Muhammad is commanded to say: “It is not for
me to substitute it [with something else] of my own accord....”
The quranic account of tafr7f implies that his experience is parallel
to that of previous messengers: just as the unbelievers attempted to
change the true revelations Muhammad was receiving, the followers
of other prophets who kept and interpreted the scriptures knowingly
and deliberately altered what they had received. The seriousness of
this accusation is obvious, and explains why Abu Ra’ita felt the need
to give some response to it.*

Abt R@’ita mentions tabdil in (§19), emphasizing for his Christian
readers that the Muslim assertion “that we have changed [the scrip-
tures] and substituted [words for other words]” could be accepted,
if it were not the case that Christians and Jews share their scrip-
tures. The verbs ghayyara (“to change”) and baddala (“to substitute
one part for another”) are evocative of the description the Quran
gives of the type of distortion that has occurred in the Bible. Although
the verb ghayyara is not used to refer to a specific category of tahrif,
the term ghayr (“another” or “different”) is commonly found with the
verb baddala, as in Q 7:162: “But the evildoers among [the people
of Moses] substituted ( fa-baddala) the word with something different
(ghayr) from that which had been said to them [by God]....” The
phraseology of this particular verse bears a striking resemblance to
Abt R2’ita’s summary, suggesting he was familiar with the quranic
basis for the accusation.

The difficulty of responding to the charge of tabdil posed a seri-
ous challenge for the Christians of Abt R@’ita’s day—any scriptural

# This was a significant point in the debates surrounding the prediction of
Muhammad in the Bible. “...Ibn Sa‘d, coinciding with al-Tabari, declares that
the monk knew Muhammad because he had found the announcement of his com-
ing in the unadulterated (tabdil) Christian books, which he possessed....” Cf. art.
“Bahira,” in: EI% 1, 921 (A. Abel).
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evidence that might be put forward could simply be rejected on the
grounds that it had been tampered with. Proving the integrity of the
New Testament posed an especially complicated problem, given that
its entire trajectory contradicts the Quran’s very explicit rejection of
Jesus’ divinity (QQ 4:157, 171; 5:17, 7275, 116-118; 9:30), making
nearly every verse suspect.

The problem was exacerbated by increasing Muslim interest in
collecting and verifying the prophetic traditions (kadiths), which placed
special emphasis on establishing the existence of an uninterrupted
chain of verifiable transmitters, or usnad, from the origin of a text to
prove its authenticity. Christians, however, were unable to provide
a convincing unad to confirm the soundness of the scriptures they
had in their possession. Muslim scholars identified the failure of the
ahl al-kitab to produce complete isnads as a lack of tawatur, or authen-
ticated transmission.” This, along with the inability of Christians to
furnish any other corroborating evidence for the Gospel, allowed the
possibility of corruption.” These problems led Abu R#’ita and his
fellow Christians to turn instead to a defence of the Hebrew scrip-
tures in the hope of constructing arguments against the very notion
of tahrif that could be extrapolated to vindicate the New Testament.

In his brief comments on the problem, Abt R@’ta builds his case
for the authenticity of the Old Testament on two pieces of evidence.
First, he argues that the teaching of divine plurality is found in the
scriptures of the Jews and Muslims as well as those of the Christians;
consequently the opponents cannot claim that Christians altered the
text. He offers extensive examples in which God is identified with
the plural by a respected figure, citing God’s own references to
a multiplicity in the Divinity reported through Moses (in Genesis 1:26;
2:18; 3:22; 11:7) and Daniel (in Daniel 4:31) (§16). Abu R@’ita draws
a comparison between these and the multitude of passages in the
Quran where God speaks in the first person plural: “We said”

» “Tawatur is a technical term in the science of hadith, which means roughly
‘broad authentication.” [...] It indicates that a historical report or a prophetic tra-
dition is supported by such a large number of isnad strands, each beginning with
a different Companion or other ancient authority, that its authenticity/truthfulness
is thereby assumed to be guaranteed. The reasoning behind this was that a size-
able number of people engaged in transmitting one and the same text would never
by sheer coincidence, or indeed collusion, all relate a falsehood. As far as historic-
ity is concerned, something transmitted tawaturan is considered unassailable by medi-
aeval hadith scholars.” Cf. art. “Tawatur,” in: EI* x, 381 (G.H.A. Juynboll).

% Caspar and Gaudeul, Textes 66, n. 14; Lazarus-Yafch, Infertwined Worlds 41-47.
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(Q 2:34, 35, 37; and passim), “We created (QQ 15:26, 85; and passim),
“We commanded” (QQ 10:24; 11:40; and passim), and so forth (§17).
He concludes that this corroboration between the revelations proves
that the Christian teaching of plurality in divine unity cannot be a
fabrication.

Abt R@’ita expects that his opponents will argue that this is just
a manner of speech that is permitted in Arabic usage. He counters
this with the observation that such plural references to God are
found not only with the Arabs, but also the Hebrews, Greeks and
Syrians before them. Furthermore, it is incumbent on the Arabs to
give a justification other than “it is permitted” for allowing such
plural speech about God. They may insist that it is possible for a
single human being to say “We command” and “We have sent,”
etc., but this is not the same as a plural reference to God, since plu-
rals in the former case can often be used for someone who is not
deserving of honor and respect. In fact, Abti R@’ita points out, God
often speaks of Himself in scripture both in the singular and in the
plural. This is a clear indication of the truth of the teaching on the
Trinity, for God is both one in ousia, which is indicated when God
says “I commanded” and “I created,” and three in /Aypostasess, as
when God says “We commanded” and “We created” (§17).

Abtu R@’ita follows his evidence of God’s unicity and plurality with
illustrations from the Old Testament identifying the three /ypostaseis.
The first he gives is the well-known example of the three visitors to
Abraham. This story is the perfect mysterion (or prefiguration, Arabic:
sirr) for the Trinity, he says, because Abraham recognized that the
three visitors are one single Lord, who is three Aypostasess, and addressed
them accordingly. Abt R@’ita emphasizes that Moses confirmed that
the one ousia of God is the same Lord who had spoken to Abraham
and who is identified in the Skema” “Hear, O Israel, your God is
one Lord” (§18).”” He goes on to demonstrate that the “books” of
Dawvid and Isaiah also contain numerous references to the individ-
ual Aypostasers, God, His Word, and His Spirit (§18).

¥ Abu Ra’ita gives a slight variation of the version given in Deut 6:4: “Hear,
O Israel, the Lord your God is one God.”

% Abu R@’ita provides explanations of Pss 33:6; 56:11; 107:20; 110:1; and Isa
48:16; 6:3. The last citation is a reference to the threefold praise of the angels,
which is one of the most common examples in his treatises and the foundation for
his arguments in support of the Jacobite addition to the Trishagion.
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After presenting these examples from the Old Testament and the
Quran, Abt R#’ita comments that the Muslims will deny these wit-
nesses, contending that “The prophets did not say this, rather, you
have altered the word’s place, and you have made [the prophets]
say what is false and a lie....”” This statement is a paraphrase of
the charge against the Jews in Q 4:46 and 5:13: “they have altered
the words’ places.”® Although the initial accusation is apparently
directed at Christians, Abt Ra’ita’s ensuing responses make it plain
that the Muslims are claiming “those who are responsible for the
alteration [of the books] are the Jews” who are trying to deceive
them (§19). This brings him to the second part of his defence of the
Christian scriptures: a logical demonstration of how any alteration
by Christians or Jews would be exposed and evident to anyone
searching for the truth.

He begins by pointing out that if Christians had in fact changed
the revelation they had received, there would be conspicuous differences
between their scriptures and those of the Jews. One would be able
to identify the places in which Christians “have changed [the books]
and substituted [words for other words]” (§19). However, since the
writings that the Christians have in their possession are in complete
agreement with the Torah of the Jews, it cannot be the case that
Christians have altered theirs. This is especially convincing, he claims,
for the Jews are “our enemies,” implying that there is no obligation
to be concerned with agreement otherwise and thus no potential for
collusion.

Abu R2’ita expects this rebuttal will prompt the Muslims to say
that “those who are responsible for the alteration [of the books]| are

# The outright accusation that Christians are lying reveals a level of tension
between the Christians and Muslims not apparent anywhere else in Abt R&’ita’s
writings. Throughout his treatises, he continually insists that both sides observe
agreed-upon rules of debate requiring that each listen and present its case with
respect and openness. However, at this point it appears that Abt R@’ita expects
the introduction of evidence he does not recognize as legitimate, whereas his oppo-
nents view it as the decisive argument. He also implies that because they are so
convinced by the claim of lasif they are unwilling to listen to any but the most
certain, indisputable evidence to the contrary. Yet, in spite of the open attack on
Christianity, Abu Ra’ita does not respond with ways in which to discredit Islam.
He continues to restrict the discussion to a defence of the soundness of Christian
beliefs, seeking only to commend Christianity, not to condemn his opponents. This
is in keeping with the general lack of polemics in the previous generations of Syriac
disputational texts that provide the model for his letters. See Griffith, Disputes with
Muslims 257.

%0 Similar descriptions are given in Q 5:41 and Q 2:75.
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the Jews,” the traditional view supported by the Quran. He turns
this to his advantage, explaining that the proper reply is to insist
that if the Jews intended only to deceive the Christians, they would
have preserved unaltered “genuine” (sahitha) copies of the original
Hebrew texts for their own use and, once again, the differences
between the two sets of scriptures would be apparent to all.*’ This
is obvious, “because the one who seeks the destruction of another
does not seek his own destruction” (§19). Since this is not the case,
no one can accept the Muslim claim of tahrif.*

With these arguments, Abu Ra’ita believes that he has offered
sufficient evidence that biblical texts can be trusted sources for
Christian faith and doctrine. Of course, his defence of the scriptures
is only pertinent to the Old Testament writings commonly held by
Christians and Jews, a significant limitation of his refutation of tahrif
of which he seems to be conscious. This is indicated by the fact that
although he includes many passages from the New Testament through-
out his writings, these are always intended as evidence and support
primarily for his Christian readers. In his responses to Muslim ques-
tioners, he consistently makes references only to Old Testament
figures and writings that will pass the scrutiny of those suspicious of
tabrif. In this manner, he believes that the argument of falsification
can be circumvented successfully, allowing Christians to use scrip-
ture passages effectively in their own defence. Abu Ra’ita even went
as far in his “Witnesses from the Words of the Torah, the Prophets
and the Saints” (VI) as to assemble and translate into Arabic a col-
lection of passages taken solely from the Old Testament that can be
used in debates with Muslims.

* Abu R@’ita is assuming a desire within the Jewish community for fidelity to
the original revelation, even if they might attempt to mislead others. As mentioned
above, however, the Quran suggests that the revelation was distorted almost imme-
diately after its revelation to Moses, and that no authentic copy was preserved; cf.
Q 5:13, 41; 2:75-76; 4:46.

2 This response was fairly common among Christians, and used for centuries
after Abt Ra’ita. The Muslim scholar Fakhr al-Din al-Razt (d. 606/1209) replies
to a similar defence in his Mafatth al-ghayb aw al-tafsir al-kabr: “If it is said: ‘How
is this [alteration] possible in the scripture when each one of the letters and words
has been passed on with the utmost care in the East and in the West?” We answer
him, saying: “The people [of Israel] were few [in number], and the scholars [in
possession of | the scripture were [also] very few, so they had the power to com-
mit this falsification.”” Cf. ibid. ii, 149-150; as cited in Gaudeul ii: 7exts, 273. The

translation is my own.
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3 Conclusions

Although Abu Ra’ita devotes relatively little space in his treatises to
addressing the Muslim charge that the scriptures have been falsified,
concern for avoiding dismissal on the grounds of ‘af7f fully informs
his project of explaining and defending Christian doctrine. Knowing
that much of the traditional evidence employed by Christian apol-
ogists will be rejected because it contradicts the Quran, he turns
instead to principles of logic and elements drawn from Greek thought
to build his argument, setting a precedent for those who would
respond to Islam in the future. But this does not mean he is willing
to abandon the Christian scriptures to the claim of tafrif.

Abt Ra’ita constructs a careful defence of the integrity of the
scriptures for the following two reasons; he wants to assure Christians
they are reliable for faith, and he does not want to concede to any
part of the Muslim accusation of thrif. He places this argument near
the end of the “First Risala on The Holy Trinity,” conceivably because
he is well aware that the debate will eventually turn to falsification
and that left unanswered, the claim will feed doubt in the Christian
community. In response, he proceeds to demonstrate the consistency
of plural speech about God in the scriptures of Jews, Christians and
Muslims, concluding that the Christian doctrine of the Trinity is
not baseless, but rather the necessary outcome of an honest reading
of the sacred texts. Abtu R&’ita then turns to the problem of the
source of falsification, arguing that if either the Christians or the
Jews had altered the books, the differences between the scriptures
they hold in common would be clear to all. Furthermore, there is
no incentive for the two communities to conspire together to hide
the truth, since they are enemies, and yet their scriptures are the
same. His reasoning is cautious and limited, but it enables him to
add certain Old Testament passages to his arsenal to be used in
defence of Christianity.

In the end, while Abu Ra’ita believes it is necessary to defend the
integrity of the scriptures against the charge of tahrif, he views such
arguments as having limited apologetic value. He submits that a
more fruitful strategy is to take advantage of the rising interest of
Muslim scholars in the Greek philosophical heritage and establish
common ground through reason. Consequently, he builds most of
his case on non-scriptural evidence, encouraging his fellow Christians
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to turn to shared logical principles to make effective arguments in
favor of Christian doctrine. This approach was apparently successtul.
Abu R2’ita became widely known as a Christian apologist in his day
and remained influential in the Eastern Churches until the modern
period.
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CHAPTER FOUR

MEETING THE PATRON: AN AKHBAR TYPE AND ITS
IMPLICATIONS FOR MUHDATH POETRY

Beatrice Gruendler

The effects of poetic speech can hardly find a more ample illustra-
tion than that furnished by akhbar about early ‘Abbasid poets. This
justifies the expectation that akhbar collections might yield insights
into the role of poetry. The following exploration was sparked by
the recurrence of one particular plot type among the diverse akhbar,
to wit, a poet’s first meeting with a patron. Although the nearly
thirty examples identified under this rubric provide only limited evi-
dence, I argue that they be considered as a literary refraction of
contemporary circumstances. As such they offer a glimpse of an atti-
tude of increased intellectual sophistication, widening poetic range,
and greater latitude toward tradition, shared by poets and their audi-
ences alike. After tracing the new mutual aesthetic in this akhbar
type, I will turn to the question of why meeting a patron was so
popular a subject in collected accounts.

The earliest books devoted to poets of the first ‘Abbasid era—al-
Waraga by Ibn al-Jarrah (d. 296 A.H./908 C.E.)'—7abagat al-shu‘ara’®
[al-muhdathin] by Ibn al-Mu‘tazz (d. 296/908),> Akhbar Abi Tammam,
Akhbar al-Buhituri, and the two preserved sections on poets in al-Awraq
by al-Salt (d. 335/946)*—all contain akhbar that capture events in

" A member of the Bana Jarrah of Iranian origin, skilled administrator, and
esteemed man of letters, he headed different offices under the caliphs al-Mu‘tadid
and al-Muktaff and was connected with their viziers; see GAS i, 374—75; EI? iii, 750.

2 An “‘Abbasid prince, he abandoned political ambitions for most of his life, except
for a short presence at the court of al-Mu‘tamid, befriending his viziers, and a
failed quest to unseat the young al-Muqtadir, which ended with his execution. He
was one of the earliest critics and a talented practitioner of muhdath poetry; see GAS
il, 569-71; EI* iii, 892-93.

* These were edited by J. Heyworth Dunne under the titles of Ash‘ar awlad al-
khulaf@® wa-akhbaruhum and Qism akhbar al-shu‘ara@® (see bibliography). See also the
recent edition of the St. Petersburg unicum, covering the period from al-Wathiq to
al-Muhtadi, by V.I. Belyaev and A.B. Khalidov.
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poets’ lives along with terse general remarks and selections of their
verse. Most of these poets composed a mannerist kind of verse, des-
ignated as “modern” (muhdath), or the “new style” (badi®),* as distinct
from pre-Islamic, early Islamic and Umayyad poetry, subsumed under
ancient (qadim, mutaqaddim, islam?) poetry. The rise of this new style
sparked a querelle des anciens et des modernes among scholars and crit-
ics, which lasted through the fourth/tenth century. The akhbar about
its early poets allow my line of questioning, as they were fixed in
writing either before or closely after the poets’ deaths and bear the
imprint of their time. The akhbar vary in size, content, and struc-
ture. Their length ranges between a few lines and several pages. As
to substance, the usual combination of usnad and narration is often
enlivened by dramatic scenes and/or poetry. Concerning the struc-
ture, prose and poetry about an event may be integrated, juxtaposed,
or haphazardly intertwined. Other than in historical akhbar, poetry
constitutes a vital element, if not the keystone, for a plot.” An author,
however, needed to choose between composing a well-paced narra-
tive and preserving a poem in its original form. A good plot could
easily support a short quotation of a gasida’s incipit and another verse
a propos. In this manner al-SalT most often adduced Abt Tammam
(d. 231/845) or al-Buhturi (d. 284/897).° The audience immediately
recognized the poem, and if not, the poet’s diwan was available in
the same author’s compilation, originally appended to either akhbar
collection. If the poet was less illustrious, the author often took the
occasion to record the poem in full, albeit encumbering the plot. To

Al-Salt served al-Muktaft as nadim and al-Radi as tutor and nadim, while he
enjoyed the support of both caliphs’ viziers. He was a prolific author and edited
numerous diwans of muhdath poets; see GAS i, 330-31; EI* ix, 846-48. For more
detail on the treatment of muhdath poets in contemporary akhbar collections, see
Gruendler, Verse and Taxes 86—88.

* For the description of this style as mannerism, see Wolfthart Heinrichs, ‘Manie-
rismus,” and Stefan Sperl, Mannerism, with different underlying concepts. The “new
style” (badi‘) appeared with the beginning of the ‘Abbasid dynasty, its earliest fore-
runners being considered Bashshar (d. ca. 167/783) and Ibn Harma (d. ca. 176/792).
In its earliest occurrences, the term overlapped with the imaginary loan metaphor
(istiara), found objectionable by some early critics, and then expanded to include
further figures and their conscious pursuit; see Heinrichs, Ist‘arah 187-202. In the
akhbar, badi appears most often as an adjective in this wider sense.

° Leder, Prosa-Dichtung 8.

® But note the full quotation of a gasida where the poet’s sustained flawlessness
and excellence throughout the entire piece are argued; see al-Sult, Akhbar Abt Tammam
108-14.
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avoid this, he might first tell the story and append the poetry, as
did Ibn al-Jarrah and al-Saltf for minor poets, but this format robbed
the poetic action of its immediacy.

One might ask which events in a poet’s life thus metamorphosed
into akhbar. A survey of the enumerated books shows that, while
akhbar cover an immense thematic spectrum, a significant number of
them converge on typical situations in a poet’s career, such as his
seeking access to a patron, capturing a memorable moment in (remem-
bered or improvised) verse, or proffering a request. While each time
the narrative contextualizes the delivery and reception of a poem,
the poem, as a verbal act, in turn affects its surroundings.

The question of the “truth” or “falsity” of akhbar has in recent
times given way to their investigation as a literature whose appear-
ance of reality is a skilful guise.” Although akhbar certainly contain
authentic materials, including residue of earlier oral practice, these
have been turned into literature, recast and arranged within the syn-
chronic plane of the final author-compiler. But the accuracy of a
single khabar is not significant here for two reasons. First, the gen-
eral conduct of the dramatis personae can still be assumed to bear simil-
itude with actual customs, if only to buttress the author’s agenda.?
This extends to conversational conventions and expectations, which
reflect the author’s experience of actual conversations, even if short-
ened and optimized.” Second, a collection as a whole conveys its
compiler’s message, which differs from any pre-existing messages of
its constituent parts.'” The last author’s “speaking” through earlier
authors or transmitters (known or anonymous) is as much his own
voice as are his linking direct comments.!" This last historical, or
surface, layer of the akhbar collections can thus be studied with slightly
less risk then earlier ones and is the one under scrutiny here. Moreover,
the ecarlier layers of the material in these works had undergone only
a brief period of transmission in which author and biographee were
divided by no more than a century (or two to three transmitters),
and they sometimes even met face-to-face. Nonetheless historical

7 Leder, Prosa-Dichtung 34.

8 Conrad, ‘Umar at Sargh 522 and 527-28.

% Ungcheuer, Gesprichsanalyse 46, and Schiitze, Interaktionspostulate 72-73.

" Goldberg, Der verschriftete Sprechakt 128 and 131-33; and Leder, Korpus 3—4.

" The layer of a compiler’s direct intervention belongs to Stefan Leder’s “con-
textual determinants” which supply clues as to an author’s cultural context, such
as his intended recipients; see Leder, Conventions 60.
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caution is warranted, as the consistent tone and integrative hand of
an Ibn al-Mu‘tazz or al-STlT constantly betray themselves.

Akhbar about gaining access to a patron stand out by not only
their relative frequency but also structurally by their being placed at
the beginning of longer entries on an individual; they are chosen
therefore as a significant sample. This plot type displays recurrent
props and personages, although the events play out differently each
time, through unpredictable twists and delays and with a fair vari-
ety of dramatized poetry. I will first survey the salient plot elements,
personages, devices, and poetic genres in a paraphrase and then dis-
cuss the function of the akhbar as whole entities.

The situation of contacting a patron lent itself to offering spatial
and topographical detail. Space acquired a dramatic dimension, unit-
ing or separating poet and prospective patron. Thus Isma‘l ibn Jarir
al-QasrT (fl. beg. third/ninth century) intercepted Tahir ibn al-Husayn
(d. 207/822)" during one of his journeys on the open road, and he
so impressed the governor that he made him his sole companion."
But if the poetry did not meet the patron’s expectations, a good
opportunity was wasted.'

More often the scene of the event is the gate of a palace, trans-
lating the access to a caliph, governor, or official into spatial terms.
The gate physically marked the obstacle the poet had to transcend:
passing through the gate meant success, staying outside, failure. One
example is the gate of al-Mu‘tasim (r. 218-27/ 833-42) at which
poets gathered, presumably the Bab al-‘Awamm of the caliphal palace
in Samarra’, which still stands today."” Some gates remained closed.
Al-Mukhayyim al-Rasibt (. 170-93/786-809), who waited at the
gate of the untypically stingy Barmakid Muhammad ibn Yahya
(d. 221/835),'"° spent his life’s earnings of one hundred thousand

'2-Of TIranian background, he was instrumental in al-Ma’mun’s victory in the
civil war, became governor of the Western provinces, then head of the guard in
Baghdad. In 205/821, he rose to be governor of the East and Khurasan, where
he founded a semi-independent dynasty. He avidly patronized Arabic literature; see
EI? x, 103; and Bosworth, Tahirids 54—58.

% Ibn al-Jarrah, Waraqa 84-85.

" Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, Tabagat 43—44.

P Ibn al-Jarrah, Waraga 135, preserved in al-‘Askari, Diwan i, 28. For the gate,
see Northedge, Interpretation 152-53, and figs. 5—6.

'® This son of Yahya ibn Khalid played no role during his father’s vizierate
(170-87/786-803). He was released from prison by al-Amin. Al-Ma’mun later
appointed him governor of Sind; see EI” i, 1036.
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dirhams, from a previous patron, without receiving a single gift in
return.'”” Another case is that of Abu 1-“Amaythal (d. 240/854), who
was temporarily denied access by Tahir ibn al-Husayn.'

But gates did not pose the only obstacle; there were the potential
competitors crowding them: visitors, petitioners, and other poets. An
aspiring protégé needed to single himself out, perhaps through win-
ning a competition arranged by the caliph himself. Thus al-Mu‘tasim
had a madih verse by Mansar al-Namari (d. before 193/809) prais-
ing al-Rashid (r. 170-93/786-809) recited to poets waiting outside
his gate and challenged them to match it."” Tests of this order were
not infrequent.”” Most occasions, however, were less formalized, and
the poet had to devise a way to distinguish himself from the crowd.
Abt Duhman al-Ghallabt (fl. 158-69/775-85) did so in the general
audience of Sa‘ld ibn Salm, the governor of Armenia under al-
Rashid. In the midst of the thronging populace, he caught the gov-
ernor’s attention by extemporizing an oration and a couplet. Yet he
betrayed his irritation with the governor’s pomp and ceremony too
clearly to win any favor.”’ Habib ibn Shawdhab (or Jundab ibn
Su’dad; fl. mid. second/eighth century) was more successful with the
governor of Medina, Ja‘far ibn Sulayman (d. 176/792);* his ultra-
short self-promotion in ornate prose instantly earned him a gift.’
More daring was Aban al-Lahiqi (d. ca. 200/815),** who maneu-
vered a letter containing his versified self-promotion into the hands
of the Barmakid al-Fadl ibn Yahya (d. 193/808).% The virtues adver-
tised show the panoply of qualities expected of an ‘Abbasid court

7 Ibn al-Jarrah, Waraga 99. For the currency, see n. 128.

'8 Tbn al-Mu‘tazz, Tabagat 287. Al-Marzubani, Mujam 37576, attributes the same
couplet to Muhammad ibn Hisham al-SidrT (fl. first half of the third/ninth cen-
tury), a member of a group of Basran literati, who was left waiting at the gate of
a Basran noble from the Banu Ziyad.

19 See n. 15 above and Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, Tabagat 245 for the incipit of this ode.

2 Aban al-Lahiqt (see al-Suli, Qism akhbar al-shu‘wrd® 3-6) and Ism@’il al-QasrT
(see Ibn al-Jarrah, Waraga 85) were likewise given tests. For the risks inherent in
such tests, see fns. 47 and 48.

2 Ibn al-Jarrah, Waraga 68-69.

# He governed Medina for his cousin al-Manstr (r. 146-50/ 763-7) and then
again for al-Mahdi (r. 161-6/ 778-83). For the poet, see GAS ii, 453.

% Ibn al-Jarrah, Waraga 79-80.

2 GAS ii, 515-16 and n. 106. For the khabar, see n. 27.

% Raised as foster-brother of al-Rashid, he assisted his father, the vizier, in the
government, was placed in charge of West Iran and later governed Khurasan. He
was disgraced together with his family in 187/803 and died in prison; see EI? i,
1034-35.



64 CHAPTER FOUR

poet: Habib mentions affection, excellence in praise, and a disincli-
nation to pay visits when they may cause boredom, but also to stay
at home if that leads to him being forgotten. Aban adduces many
more; in one verse alone, that which will catch al-Fadl’s interest, he
enumerates:

katibun hasibun khattbun, adibun
nasthun zaidun ‘ala l-nussahi [khafif |

Scribe, accountant, orator, man of letters®
adviser to advisers, . . .

He further adds: poet, transmitter, traditionist, and grammarian. For
the benefit of gatherings at court he is pleasant-looking (this needs
to be said since the poem is sent by letter), a good converser, jester,
graced with permanent good luck, blessed with moderate piety, nei-
ther ascetic nor libertine, and above all eager to serve.”” Court poetry
had become inseparable from adjacent literary arts which might have
to be performed on the spot for a patron’s entertainment.”

The action in the akhbar, however, is not limited to the duo of
poet and patron. Secondary characters fill the floor between both
protagonists and intervene in their relationship. The patron’s cham-
berlain could act as an obstructing force, such as Sa‘d al-Nashiri,
who served the vizier ‘Ubaydallah ibn Yahya ibn Khaqan (d. 263/
877).% His power was great enough to deny access to someone as
famous as al-Buhturi—as the poet’s numerous satires and one direct
complaint to the vizier confirm:

One day ‘Ubaydallah [ibn Yahya ibn Khaqgan] said to al-Buhturf,
“What a poet you would be, if it were not for your still being alive
(ta akhkhury zamanika)?”

“What a vizier our lord would be, if it were not for his chamberlain!”
[The vizier] laughed and forbade Sa‘d to deny [al-Buhturi] access.”

% For the variants “man of eloquence” (baligh) and “sharp mind” (arib), see p. 74
and n. 112.

7 Al-Suli, Qism akhbar al-shu‘ar@® 4-5. For a full translation of the khabar, sce the
Appendix to this article.

% Ouyang, Literary Criticism 68-89.

% He served from 236/851 as vizier for al-Mutawakkil (r. 232-47/847-61) and
again until his death for al-Mu‘tamid (r. 256-79/870-92), whose later viziers Sa‘id
ibn Makhlad and Isma’il ibn Bulbul likewise employed Sa‘d al-NushirT; see EI? iii,
824. ‘Ubaydallah was no relation of al-Fath, who appears in the following Ahabar,
see Gordon, The Khaganid Families 236 and 239—42.

30 Al-Suili, Akhbar al-Buhtwrt, no. 62.
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On the other side, there were supporting figures such as al-Mutawakkil’s
secretary and favorite, al-Fath ibn Khaqan (d. 247/861). His care
for al-Buhturl extended to almost every detail. He first ascertained
the poet’s ability, then secretly informed him ahead of time of an
apt occasion for a gasida in praise of the caliph, and a few days
later had him present it in person.’’ His efforts did not stop there;
the courtier monitored al-BuhturT’s progress and advised him to adjust
his style.” The support of this influential courtier was a guarantee
of entry to the court. Ahmad ibn Abi Fanan (d. between 260-70/
874-83) realized this and decided to win himself the graces of al-
Fath.” A courtier could moreover advise a poet on a political stance
to adopt in his gasa’id for a caliph.** Thus the Barmakid al-Fadl ibn
Yahya proposed to Aban to compose anti-‘Alid verse @ la Marwan
ibn AbT Hafsa the Elder (d. ca. 182/797) to gain the favor of al-
Rashid. Aban took the advice to heart and even tested his ode with
al-Fadl before visiting the caliph.®

In addition to viziers and courtiers, lower-ranking scribes, poets,
and singers performed intercessory functions. When the mad poet
Juayfiran al-Muwaswis (fl. first half of third/ninth century) begged
for admission to the Arab aristocrat and general Abu Dulaf al-‘Ijlt
(d. between 225-28/840-43)* in Jibal, he refused. “What business
do we have with the demented? Have we done with the sane?” But

Ahmad ibn Yusuf [ibn Subayh] the scribe (d. 213/828)* and the

3 Ibid., no. 28, dated 233/848.

52 Ibid., no. 30. In the case of the rough-voiced Aba Tammam, his patron Ibn
Abi Du’ad reassured al-Mu‘tasim that the poet’s rawi would deliver his ode; see al-
Sult, Akhbar Abi Tammam 144, lines 1-2.

3 Al-Sali, Akhbar al-Buhtwi, no. 35.

* On the other hand, political poetry was not necessarily self-serving. For instance,
the tirades by Sudayf ibn Maymiun (executed in 147/764) against the Umayyads
preceded their fall from power and his praise of Abu 1-‘Abbas al-Saffah; see Ibn
al-Mu‘tazz, Tabagat 37-39.

- Al-Sult, Qism akhbar al-shu‘ara’ 13-15. The motif of inheritance law Aban applies
to the case (ibid., 14, lines 6-9), compares indeed with one used by Marwan, who
borrowed it from an ‘Abbasid client; see Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, Tabagat 51, lines 7-14,
and the parallel in Ibn Qutayba, Skir 482, lines 4—11. For a pro-‘Alid inversion of
the motif by Muhammad ibn Yahya ibn Abi Murra al-TaghlibT (fl. second half of
third/ninth century), see Abu 1-Faraj al-Isbahani, Aghani x, 99—100.

% Pro-‘Alid Arab general who supported al-Amin in the civil war and later
became governor of Damascus under al-Mu‘tasim. He owned vast estates in Jibal
and hosted an important circle of artists and scholars; see EI* iv, 718-19.

%7 Belonging to a mawla family of secretary-poets and a famous writer of epis-
tles, he served al-Ma’mun (r. 198-218/813-33) in various functions before becom-
ing his chief secretary in 211/826; see Sourdel, Vizirat 1, 225-31.
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poet’s friend risked speaking up and gained entrance for him.
Ju‘ayfiran’s splendid performance fully vindicated this support, and
Abt Dulaf conceded, “You knew your friend better.”*

But intercession alone was no guarantee of success. When ‘Alf ibn
Jabala al-‘Akawwak (d. 213/828), famous for his near blasphemous
praises for the said Abt Dulaf and al-Ma’mun’s general Humayd
al-Tust (d. 210/825), asked the latter to convey a gasida by him to
al-Ma’man (r. 198-218/813-33), the general willingly complied. The
caliph, however, imposed on the poet an impossible condition, which
he asked the intercessor to convey:

Give him [sc. al-‘Akawwak] the choice whether we shall place this
composition of his side-by-side with his compositions about you and
Abtu Dulaf, and if we find his composition about us better, we will
give him ten thousand dirhams, and if not, one hundred lashes; [or,]
if he wants, we will excuse him [from his request].

Humayd presented [al-‘Akawwak] with the choice, and [the poet]
chose to be excused.*

Poets had no control over the reception of their verse, whether by
caliphs or the general public. The same poet, al-‘Akawwak, tried to
equal the fame of his praise for Abt Dulaf with similar praise of
Humayd al-Tusi, but whereas the former’s praise had “spread” (sara),
the latter’s failed to do so."

Even for the intercessor himself hazards lurked. ‘Awf ibn Muhallim
(d. ca. 220/835), confidant of Tahir ibn al-Husayn and his son
‘Abdallah (d. 230/844),** once intercepted a poorly composed praise
qasida about to be recited to Tahir and advised the poet to take
instead one of his own poems, which ‘Awf kindly offered to com-
pose. The intransigent candidate, however, mistrustfully declined and
saw his praise thrown back at him, while the well-meaning inter-
cessor bore the brunt of ‘Abdallah’s displeasure:

% Tbn al-Mu‘tazz, Tabagat 381-82.

¥ This general was responsible for al-Ma’mun’s victory over Ibrahim al-Mahdt
in 203/819. A literary patron of celebrated magnificence, he died poisoned in
210/825; see EI* iii, 573.

* Ibn al-Jarrah, Waraga 113—14.

1 Ibid. 115-16.

*# Succeeding his brother Talha as governor of Khurasan in 214/829-30, ‘Abdallah
repeatedly quelled revolts for al-Ma’mtn and al-Mu‘tasim. He was a skilled poet
and musician, who championed Arabic over Persian culture; see EI” i, 52-53 and
Bosworth, Tahirids, 58-67.
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Woe to you Abtt Muhallim, did you not hear the poetry about us by
that one who visited us?

“Oh yes,” ‘Awf answered, “May God grant the amir power! I heard
it and gave him advice, but he did not listen.”*?

Trust would have better served the protégé and his intercessor. But
matters could be worse. An intercessor could suffer harm from his
own ungrateful protégé: Ahmad ibn al-Khallad, who had procured
al-BuhtwT a thousand dimar reward from al-Musta‘m (r. 248-52/862—66)
for a gasida, found himself satirized in the inaugural gasida with which
the expedient bard ingratiated himself with the next caliph, al-Mu‘tazz
(r. 252-55/866—69).*

Another danger to a successtul poet was the jealousy of his peers.
This made Ahmad ibn al-Hajjaj (d. after 198/814) conceal his iden-
tity when seeking an introduction to al-Ma’mun’s governor of Egypt,
al-Muttalib ibn ‘Abdallah al-Khuza‘t,* through the governor’s kins-
man and fellow-poet, Di‘bil ibn ‘All al-Khuzat (d. 244/859 or
246/860).* Isma‘il ibn Jarir had to fend off other poets’ allegations
of plagiarism by the rather unusual test of satirizing his own patron,
Tahir. Success in this test put the poet within an inch of his life:
he improvised the requested satire, jotted it down on a sheet which
he handed to Tahir, and began to recite it. But he had performed
the task so well that the governor tore the sheet, interrupted him,
and barked, “May this never leave your mouth or I will kill you!”*
Poetic exams were simply not the best means of establishing objec-
tive truth.*

Another poet, ‘Isaba al-Jarjara2’t (fl. 218-227/833-842) became the
unwilling accomplice of a failed plot to murder his patron, al-Hasan
ibn Raja’, the governor of Shiraz under al-Ma’maun, forcing ‘Isaba
to flee his hometown. This rather long story is interesting for another

¥ Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, Tabagat 190, lines 8-10.

W Al-Suli, Akhbar al-Buhtwi, no. 47; see variant in al-Marzubani, Muwashshah
37374, with expanded poetic citations.

" Governor of Egypt from 198/813, he appointed Dibil as governor of Aswan
in 198-201/813-15. For the poet, see GAS ii, 600.

% Tbn al-Mu‘tazz, Tabagat 301-3.

7 Tbn al-Jarrah, Waraga 85, line 12.

# Cf. the test to which Muhammad ibn al-Saffah, nephew of al-Manstr (r. 136
58/754-75) and his governor of Basra, subjected the unsuspecting Hammad ‘Ajrad
(d. between 155-168/772-84). In order to see whether the poet was in love with
Muhammad’s fiancée Zaynab, he had him compose love poetry for her. Hammad
excelled, and Muhammad saw his suspicions confirmed and broke off the engage-
ment; see al-Sull, Ashar awlad al-khulafa® 4-5.
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reason. Between the poet’s dramatic banishment by al-Hasan and
his final return to his good graces, a delaying device is employed,
in the form of ‘Isaba’s attempt to escape from Shiraz. Over a dis-
tance of ten marching miles,” the poet is twice intercepted by mes-
sengers racing back and forth between him and the patron until the
misunderstanding is resolved.” Another story contains a similar delay-
ing device. Out of pity, the poet Di‘bil takes a shabby-looking indi-
vidual as travel companion from al-Anbar in Iraq to Egypt, and his
good offices to him during the journey are related in detail. When,
on their arrival, Di‘bil grants the request of the stranger to intro-
duce him to the Egyptian governor, he improvises a stunning praise
qasida and reveals his identity as the reputed poet Ahmad ibn al-
Hajjaj. The story, told entirely by Di‘hil, is constructed from this
poet’s point of view. Thus his travel companion’s discarding of his
incognito is reserved for the final audience scene.”’ The same view-
point of an unknowing narrator as character within the story enhances
the first half of the story of Aban al-Lahiqi, told by the orator-poet
Kulthtm ibn ‘Amr al-‘Attabt (d. ca. 208/823). Without ever identi-
fying him, the narrator describes Aban from al-‘AttabT’s perspective,
merely as a run-down, barefoot youth, abandoned by his own ser-
vant. In sheer despair Aban composes a poem which he smuggles
into the palace. To fish him out of the waiting crowd of petitioners
later, a servant must shout the poem’s contents from the palace roof.
Thereafter the scene changes with the protagonist’s admission to the
palace, where al-Fadl tests his alleged talents.”” These sophisticated
techniques of employing delay or an unknowing narrator are rare
and limited to the Tabagat of Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, while most other akhbar
retain a terse matter-of-fact format.

L T

Turning to the poetic medium: through which genres,” motifs,”* and
styles did poets attract the attention of patrons in the akhbar? This

¥ One farsakh (pl. farasikh) measured ca. 6 km or 3.75 miles.

% Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, Tabagat 398-401.

>l See n. 46.

2 Al-Salt, Qism akhbar al-shu‘ar@® 3—6.

» Genre here signifies a group of texts with shared communicative conventions
and expectations, such as panegyric ode and satire, not a rigid catalogue of themes;
see Mary L. Pratt, Towards a Speech Act Theory 86-87. Some Arabic poetic genres
can consist of only one theme, in which case genre and theme overlap.

> Motif is meant here as a translation of ma%a, bearing in mind that in medieval
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was particularly vital in such situations where they lacked interces-
sors and had to make their verse speak for itself.

Two strategies were open to them: to satisfy a patron’s (literary
or political) expectations or to surprise and impress him by flouting
these. Regarding the first option of carefully observed expectations,
the genre selected is usually the praise gasida, with or without intro-
ductory theme,” and the recipients are almost unfailingly caliphs.*®
In a gasida for al-Rashid, Aban dutifully defends the right of suc-
cession of al-‘Abbas against the claims of ‘Alf ibn Abi Talib.”” Al-
BuhturT perceives and fulfills in another gasida the secret desire of
al-Muntasir (r. 247-248/861-862) to be known as pro-‘Alid. Later
he wins the favor of al-Mu‘tazz by accusing al-Muntasir of al-
Mutawakkil’s murder and criticizing al-Musta‘in as usurper.”® Com-
plying with caliphs’ expectations also included literary aspects. The
poet-scribe al-Hasan ibn Wahb (d. 247/861)* won accolades for pro-
ducing exactly the type of hyperbolic praise al-Mu‘tasim desired. The
model was a couplet by Mangstar al-Namari (d. before 193/809):

khalifata lahi inna ljada awdiyatun
ahallaka lahu minha haythu tajtamiu

i akhlafa l-qatru lam thukhlyf makhayiluha
aw daga amrun dhakamaha fa-yattasiu [bastt]

Caliph of God, generosity are valleys
at whose confluence God made you dwell.

If raindrops disappoint, his clouds of promise do not,
or [if] an impasse looms, we mention him, and the path opens up.

Arabic poetics this term covered poetic ideas and their renditions, ranging from
one verse to a whole passage with different levels of complexity.

» Occasionally smaller pieces of madili occur, such as the couplets in Ibn al-
Jarrah, Waraga 135.

% Interestingly enough, this strategy fails with a high official like al-Ja‘far ibn
Yahya; see Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, Tabagat 45-46. Ja‘far held several nominal governor-
ships, mint and post office directorships during his father’s vizierate but was mainly
the confidant of al-Rashid, who had him executed in 187/803; see EI* i, 1034.

7 See n. 35 above.

% Al-Stli, Akhbar al-Buhturi, nos. 45 and 47, which refer to al-Buhturi, Duwan ii,
no. 413, verses 27-28 and 30 with the interpolated condemnation of al-Muntasir;
and 1ibid., 1, no. 71, verse 16 with the accusation of al-Musta‘in as usurper (ghasib)
respectively.

% He headed the chancellery, assisting Ibn al-Zayyat during his vizierate under
al-Mu‘tasim (r. 218-27/ 833-42) and al-Wathiq (r. 227-32/ 842-47) and fervently
patronized Abt Tammam.
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The couplet contains two hyperbolic images, typical of mufhdath poetry,
a metonymy, associating the caliph with generosity, and an inverted
comparison between the patron’s promise and rain, as well as a
straightforward description of the patron’s dependable protection. In
his own couplet, al-Hasan succeeded in spanning the arch of rhetoric
and fantasy further:

thalathatun tushriqu [-dunya bi-bakjatiha

shamsu l-duha wa-Aba Ishaqa wa-l-qamaru

yahki afa‘tlaha fi kulll na’ibatin

al-ghaythu wa-l-laythu wa-l-samsamatu [-dhakaru [basit]

Three things, in whose splendor the world glows:
The morning sun, Abt Ishaq [al-Mu‘tasim], and the moon.

His actions in each catastrophe are imitated.
by the rain, the lion, and the hardened steel.”

In the first verse, instead of Manstr’s mere metonymy, al-Hasan cre-
ates a causal hyperbole of cosmic proportions, containing an element
of “make-believe” (takhyil), which “explains” the light of the world
as a reflection of the caliph’s bright face. In the second verse he
produces, instead of one, three inverted comparisons, adding courage
and resolve to the patron’s generosity. Finally he arranges the whole
as a complementary pair of caliphal appearance and action, with
both second hemistiches matching in their triadic structure.

In the opposite case of a poet’s ignoring a patron’s preferences,
certain failure awaited him: the Barmakid vizier Yahya ibn Khalid
(d. 190/805)°" thus reprimanded an obstinate candidate who re-used
a motif (mana) of which he knew Yahya disapproved.” At times the
adjustment was downward: al-BuhturT cemented his favor with al-
Mutawakkil by stooping to the caliph’s more modest poetic grasp.®

For patrons other than caliphs a lesser degree of praise had to be
chosen. When Marwan ibn Abt Hafsa violated this unwritten rule

% Ibn al-Jarrah, Waraga 135, lines 15-16 and 18-19; and al-‘Askari, Diwan i,
28, lines 1314 and 16-17. See also fns. 15 and 19.

' Scion of a noble Persian family supporting the Hashimite cause, he helped al-
Rashid’s ascent to power in 170/786 and headed his administration in 170-87/
786-803 until the Barmakids’ disgrace in 187/803. He and his sons generously
sponsored scholars and poets, the latter through a special office called diwan al-shi‘r;
see EI* 1, 1034-35.

8 Tbn al-Mu‘tazz, Tabagat 43-44.

85 Al-Suli, dkhbar al-Buhtwt, no. 30. See also n. 32.
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and waxed hyperbolic in praising the Barmakid Ja‘far ibn Yahya,*
the official quickly diverted him to another topic and rewarded him
nominally for something else.”® The poet al-‘Akawwak blocked his
own access to al-Ma’man with unsurpassable hyperbolic praises for
the caliph’s generals.”® On the other hand, high functionaries, gov-
ernors, generals, and courtiers allowed poets a greater creative free-
dom and demanded a higher literary standard. When he met Tahir
on the open road, Isma‘l ibn Jarir al-Qasri first tried conventional
praise with him to no avail. Only when he moved towards the
unusual was Tahir’s curiosity piqued. The poet began thus:

“I praised the Commander of the Faithful, will he [sc. Tahir] hear it?”
CENO'75

“I praised you, will you hear it?”

C(NO.>’

“I have satirized myself, will you hear it?”

“Go ahead!” [Isma‘l] recited to him:

laysa man bukhlika annt
lam apid “indaka rizqa

mnama dhaka li-shw’mi
haythuma adhhabu ashqa

Ja-jazant lahu sharran
thumma bu‘dan lf wa-suhga [ramal]

It is not for any avarice of yours
that I do not find sustenance with you.

Instead this is due to my ill star.
I am wretched wherever I go.

May God requite me with harm,
then banishment of mine and demise!®’

A similar strategy was that of Aban, who rather than praising the
Barmakid al-Fadl sang the praises of his own accomplishments. In
one version of the story, Aban needs the help of a Hashimite noble
to deliver his poem in a letter, and he wisely conceals its irreverent

% On him, see n. 56.

% Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, Tabagat 45. By the same token high officials were supposed
to remain below caliphs in the sums they awarded; see al-Stli, Akhbar Abr Tammam
144, lines 5-7. A one thousand dinar reward by a judge is found excessive; ibid.
144, lines 15-16 and 145, line 9.

% Tbn al-Jarrah, Waraga 113-14. See also n. 40.

7 Ibid. 84-85. See also n. 47.
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content from the messenger.®® In another version, the potential mes-
senger inquires about the content of the writ and frowns upon its
self-serving nature, but the chamberlain sees promise in such pre-
sumption and decides to convey it:

“A man who seeks connection with someone of the rank of al-Fadl
by praising himself, and not praising al-Fadl, is astounding.” He took
the note from [Aban].

Later he went inside, and held it up to al-Fadl. [The amir| read
two lines reclining on his cushions, then sat up straight, took the note,
and perused it.*

The fresh combination of talent and impudence intrigued al-Fadl.
Then he in turn exercised his ingenuity in identifying the anony-
mous letter writer.

Often poets composed praise gasidas for high addressees on the
off chance and then entrusted them to a go-between who might
receive praise himself.”’

The decision to bow to, or flout, common standards was at the
poet’s discretion. With the aid of an intercessor or using his own
intuition, the poet gauged the latitude he had to express himself.
Depending on a patron’s representational needs and literary savvy,
the poet either satisfied or subverted his expectations. The poets in
the akhbar trod carefully with caliphs, but as the audience for their
more daring exploits they chose patrons immediately beneath the
rank of caliph: high functionaries, governors, generals, and courtiers.
Poets’ inventiveness appealed to these men’s broader literary hori-
zon, and they allowed it to unfold.

E I

Among the many facets of the akhbar which cannot all be duly
acknowledged here, T will focus on two shared characteristics that
bear upon the role of poetry. First, the portrayed poets overwhelm-
ingly met with success: many of the stories attest to a personal break-
through,”! and even more to the beginning of a long literary and

8 Al-Sali, Qism akhbar al-shu‘ar@® 2-3.

% Tbid. 4, lines 8-10. See also n. 27.

0 For the praise of an interceding Hashimite noble, see ibid. 2-3. For the praise
of the interceding poet ‘Awf ibn Muhallim, see Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, Tabagat 189, lines
16—-17; and for a screening secretary, see al-Suli, Akhbar Abt Tammam 167, lines 5-7.

"t Tbn al-Jarrah, Waraga 79-80 and 135; Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, Tabagat 301-303; al-
Sult, Akhbar al-Buhtwr, no. 47; and idem, Qusm akhbar al-shu‘ara® 3—6.
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convivial relationship with the patron.”” Poets who failed remained
all but nameless, and their unsuccessful verse is never cited. The
obstinate would-be protégé of Tahir is merely identified as “a poet
called Rawh,” and his praise only described as weak and unaccept-
able to an amir or a free-born man.” As to Yahya ibn Khalid’s bard
peddling an unwelcome motif, neither name nor motif is given.”
The stories of these failed characters survive not for their sake but
because of other poets who appear in them and in whose vitae they
are placed. With one exception, luckless poets receive no vitae them-
selves.”” This namelessness differs from the narrative device of hid-
den identity in the stories of Aban and Ahmad ibn al-Hajjaj, which
is only there to be discarded at the moment of their triumph.
Second, there is the prominent portrayal of the recipients of verse.
The stature of high-ranking government officials made their accep-
tance emblematic of the social success of contemporary poets.
Connection with them launched a poet’s career and endowed him
with rank; they gave poets an opportunity to shine. One of al-Salt’s
first arguments in support of Abt Tammam is that most people
“paid him his due (hagq) in panegyrics and accorded him his proper
rank.””® The importance of literary patronage is also visible in the
organization of sections by patron in al-StlT’s akhbar collections on
Abt Tammam and al-Buhturi. Thus the akhbar gave elite individu-
als full credit for their support and literary sponsorship and invested
them with the aura of an educated lifestyle. Poets who did not fol-
low this path—like Abti I-Mukhaffaf ‘Adhir ibn Shakir (fl. 198-218/

72 Tbn al-Jarrah, Waraga 84-85; Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, Tabagat 287, 381-382, and
398-401; and al-Suli, Akhbar al-Buhtwi, nos. 28, 30, and 62; and idem, Qism akhbar
al-shu‘ara® 2—-3 and 13-15.

8 Wajadaha da‘ifatan jiddan. . . . Wa-mithlu hadha [-shi'ri la yagau minhu mawqi‘an yan-
Ja‘uka. . .. Bi-mithli hadha l-shi'ri yulga l-umar@’u wa-l-mulitk? A-yagbalu mithla hadha
hurrun? See Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, Tabagat 189, ult. and 190, lines 2-3, 6. See also n. 43.

7 Ibid. 43-44.

> Cf. the ultra-short notice on Ahmad ibn ‘Abd al-Salam, whom Ibn al-Mu‘tazz
scems to deplore, “I saw Ahmad 1bn ‘Abd al-Salam—who was second to none in
composing poetry in the City of Peace [sc. Baghdad], though he had no hope—
being nothing but poor until he died;” see Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, Tabagat 406, lines 14—15.
This assessment seems to stand alone, for to my knowledge the poetic tradition has
shrouded his bad luck in oblivion. But note that luckless poets and their plights
receive some attention in al-Isbahant’s Aghani. “Vita” is to be understood within
the context of medieval Arabic literature; see Cooperson, Classical Arabic Biography 1-23.

% Al-Suli, Akhbar Abi Tammam 3—4.
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813-33)"—ran the risk of obscurity. Yet this poet sagaciously defined
a new type of collective patron, to wit, the class of urban dignitaries,
merchants, and craftsmen in Baghdad, and invented to this end a
new gasida variant, the ode on the round loaf (gharif).”®

Above and beyond flaunting patronage as an emblem of social
rank, which it certainly was, many elite individuals gave proof of lit-
erary taste and discernment. They were open, perceptive listeners
and sometimes even respected poets themselves. A patron’s literary
aptitude was always highlighted.”” Lack of it, such as evidenced in
judge ‘Afiya’s confusion between praise and satire, was deemed embar-
rassing.”’ A further testimony to the patrons’ more experimental tastes
was their readiness to be surprised and amused by their protégés’
skilful flouting of expectations, such as Isma‘1l’s self-satire and Aban’s
boast in lieu of his patron’s praise.”

In comparison with earlier verse, ‘Abbasid poetry showed a new
face, largely as a consequence of a changed society with new admin-
istrative and military elites, including non-Arab clients (mawalt) of
Turkic, Christian Aramaean, and Buddhist or Zoroastrian Iranian
background, who were involved in the revival of Greek and Iranian
heritage and a thriving book culture. These leaders, officials, and
courtiers in capital and province formed a new audience with whom
modern poetry struck a chord. Among the more prominent spon-
sors were the Barmakids, the Tahirids, the Bana Nawbakht, Bant
Wahb, Bant Munajjim, and Bant Thawaba in addition to some
members of the old Arab nobility, such as Abtu Dulaf, and the new
urban upper class, such as ‘Abd al-Malik ibn al-Zayyat (d. 233/847).%2
Philologists meanwhile greeted the new style with ambivalence. The
very frequency of the akhbar type asserting the elite’s material and

77 Tbn al-Jarrah, Waraga 122-24.

7 Another collective patron were the Shiites of Qumm, who allocated Di‘hil fifty
thousand dirhams yearly; see Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, Tabagat 265-266.

" E.g., wa-kana T akirun adiban sha‘iran yuhibbu l-adaba wa-ahlahi; see Thn al-Mu‘tazz,
Tabagat 185, line 13. Wa-kana [‘Abdallah ibn Tahir] min adabi l-nasi wa-a‘lamihim bi-
ayyami [-‘arabi wa-gqwadilim qawlan li-l1-shiri . . . Fa-inna l-amira basirun bi-l-shi‘ri, wa-huwa
yaqalu minhu lgayyida l-gawyya; see ibid. 186, lines 56, and 190, lines 1-2.

% Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, Tabagat 58. See also the removal of judge Sawwar by al-
Mansar for disregarding a poet’s testimony; ibid. 33-35.

8 See fns. 67 and 69.

8 This son of a wealthy merchant rose to be vizier under al-Mu‘tasim and al-
Wathiq (r. 227-32/842-47); see EI* iii, 974.
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social validation of the controversial modern verse reveals itself as
its strongest endorsement.®

This overwhelmingly positive depiction of modern poets and their
patrons in the akhbar leads back to the initial question of why they
were thought to be worth collecting. It is not enough to say, by way
of an explanation, that the authors of the three compilations stud-
ied belonged to the elite, either by birth like Ibn al-Mu‘tazz or
through skill and generations of service, such as Ibn al-Jarrah and
al-Sali. Rather, all three advocated the novel ‘Abbasid verse as an
art in its own right, while two of them were poets themselves.
Implicitly they adopted this stance by dedicating akhbar books exclu-
sively to modern poets and recording the works even of those deemed
obscure. Al-SalT compiled diwans of almost every major modern
poet.®® What is more, in his Awraq, he salvaged the works of lesser
representatives, as did Ibn al-Mu‘tazz and Ibn al-Jarrah.

To glean a more precise image of their books’ agenda and intended
audience, one can also rely on occasional direct remarks and com-
ments on akhbar as well as the long preface to al-SulT’s Akhbar Abr
Tammam.® Al-Sult argued here explicitly, “Their [sc. the muhdathiin’s)

8 To give a sampling of this group’s involvement in muhdath poetry: al-Hasan
ibn Wahb and Ibn al-Zayyat were fervent partisans of Abt Tammam; cf. al-Sali,
Akhbar Abt Tammam 108-14 and 183-210. Either ‘Alf ibn Yahya ibn al-Munajjim
(according to Bonebakker, Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, 394 and 406), or his son Haran (if one
assumes an erroneous inversion of the name as given in the book), first copied Ibn
al-Mu‘tazz’s Kitab al-Badi‘. The other son, Yahya ibn ‘Alf ibn Yahya was the ded-
icatee of Ibn al- Jarrah’s Man ismuhu ‘Amr min al-shu‘ar@’ fi I-Jahiliyya wa-I-Islam [par-
tially edited by H. Brau as Die alte Finteilung der arabischen Dichter und das ‘Amr Buch
des Ibn alf(;‘ami[z. Sitzungsberichte der Akademie der Wissenschafien zu Wien 203, Wien,
1927] and perhaps his Waraga. All three authored books on mainly modern poets;
see Bencheikh, Secrétaires 302 fns. 209-211 and Fleischhammer, Hinweise, nos. 39
and 95. Ibn al-Jarrah’s nephew ‘Alf ibn Isa ibn Dawiid ibn al-Jarrah, intermittent
vizier of al-Muqtadir, patronized al-Suli. Many of these individuals proved their
intellectual openness also in supporting the translation movement; cf. Dimitri Gutas,
Greek Thought 127-33.

8 Preserved wholly or partially are those of Abt Nuwas (d. 200/815), Muslim
ibn al-Walid (d. 208/823), Abu Tammam, Ibrahim ibn al-‘Abbas al-Suali (d. 243/857),
and Ibn al-Mu‘tazz. Others of al-‘Abbas ibn al-Ahnaf (d. 188/804, or after 193/808),
Dibil, ‘Al ibn al-Jahm (d. 249/863), Khalid ibn Yazid al-Katib (d. 262/876 or
269/883), Ibn al-Rami (d. 283/896), al-Sanawbari (d. 334/945), and Abu Shura‘a
al-QaysT (d. 280/893) are lost, not to mention numerous collections of akhbar with
selections of poetry in addition to those contained in his Awrag; see GAS ii, 331,
EI* ix, 848. Moreover al-Sult compiled the akhbar of al-Farazdaq; see Akhbar Abt
Tammam 12-13.

% All the other works drawn on here lack their original prefaces. See also n. 11.
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poetry is also more like the times, and people employ it more in
their sessions, writings, choice of proverbs, sayings, and pursuits.”®
He thus upheld contemporary poetry as culturally more relevant. In
a polemic cameo-like statement—attributed via al-Zubayr ibn Bakkar
(d. 256/870) to Mus‘ab al-Muwaswis (fl. first half of third/ninth cen-
tury)—that seems to epitomize the purpose of his book, Ibn al-
Mu‘tazz makes the akhbar and ayyam of modern poets “efface” the
(ancient) Arabic sk among other disciplines.”” The khabar appears
in a variant in which it is conversation, not modern poetry, that car-
ries the day.® Irrespective of whether Ibn al-Mu‘tazz or his source
performed the substitution, the resulting manifesto for the muhdathin
implicitly reflected the compiler’s views, which he also voiced directly
in his concluding comments to the vita of Abt 1-Shis (d. 196/812):

His poems, anecdotes, and jests are extremely copious. But we will
not abandon the framework of the book, lest the reader should become
bored with it, if a single section seems too long to him, and [we also
retain it] so that he may remember these jokes, anecdotes, and jests
and take a rest from the akhbar and poems of the forebears, for they
are something people have often told and grown bored with. It has
been said: everything new has [its own] charm. What people resort to
rather in our time are the poems and akhbar of the moderns; hence
we have taken the best of each khabar and the kernel of each timeless
a '89

poem (qilada)

The selected akhbar and direct comments of Ibn al-Mu‘tazz and al-
STl lead me to further suggest that, besides crediting their own cir-
cles with properly appreciating modern poetry, they moreover attempted
to claim the intellectual authority over it. Such an ambition was
prone to create tension with those who were traditionally thought

8- Al-Sali, Akhbar Abt Tammam 17, lines 8-9. This statement concludes a passage
distinguishing the ancients’ artistic goal of naturalistic description from that of the
moderns, who refined and developed the ancients’ motifs.

8 Wa-amma lladhi ‘affa ‘ani l-jami fa-akhbaru l-mupidathina wa-ayyamuhum; see Ibn
al-Mu‘tazz, Tabagat 386, line 8. For ‘gffa ‘ala as synonymous with the first form “to
efface, to forgive,” see Lisan xv, 78a, lines 8-9.

8 Al-Husrt, Zahr 1, 155; and Najjar, Shu‘ar@’, part i, no. 77. This variant is related
by al-Hasan ibn Sahl (d. 236/850), secretary and vizier of al-Ma’min, and ends
less apodictic, “The one [art] that surpasses (arba ‘ala) them are snippets of speech,
nocturnal conversation, and what people in sessions receive from each other.” Other
differences concern the composition of the fields and their designation as “arts”
(adab) rather than “disciplines” (ulam).

8 Tbn al-Mu‘tazz, Tabagat 86, lines 7-12. Sece Bonebakker, Poets and Ciritics 94
and n. 44 for an alternative interpretation of this passage.
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of as poetic specialists, namely, the grammarians and lexicographers,
who had built their careers and reputations on ancient poetry and
other early proof texts of the Arabyya.

The debate about the new style has been investigated from the
perspective of literary criticism by Wolfhart Heinrichs and Suzanne
Stetkevych. Beyond its wealth of tropes and rhetorical figures, this
style also gave rise to a new terminology, including its most famous
designation, badi, which was applied by poets, critics, and those
transmitters who moved with the times,” but shunned and circum-
scribed by philologists.” When in 274/887 Ibn al-Mu‘tazz composed
his pioneering book-length study of badi‘, he admitted the novelty of
the term—if not its substance—and the absence yet of any author-
ity that could define it.”* Implied is that those to whose province the
evaluation of poetry belonged limited themselves to the ancient period
and shirked scholarly engagement with the new style—even though
they might enjoy it in private.” Ibn al-Mu‘tazz still strove to vindi-
cate modern poetry by trying to identify its phenomena™ within the
older tradition.” But al-Stlt went further and called for literary crit-
icism of modern verse as its own separate discipline. In his eyes,
such expertise had to be acquired by study and could not be prac-
ticed by simply transferring philological standards:

... The poems of the forebears have been made docile to them [sc.
philologists who criticize Abt Tammam], they have transmitted them
extensively and found authorities who had gone through [the poems]
for them, and tamed their motifs. Thus they recite [these], following

% Heinrichs, Istiarah 188 and 201-202; see also n. 4.

9 E.g., as “sophisticated poetic ideas” (al-ma‘ani al-zarifa); sce Heinrichs, Muslim
b. al-Walid 215-16. This supersedes Bonebakker, Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, 396-401.

9 Tbn al-Mu‘tazz, Badi® 2—4 and 57-58, translated and discussed by Heinrichs,
Muslim b. al-Walid 214-16. For a different interpretation, see Stetkevych, Abu
Tammam 5-37.

% Heinrichs, Isti‘arah 192-199, points out, however, that the term, after its first
application to muhdath poetry, was adopted by fashion-conscious transmitters and
secondarily applied by al-Jahiz (d. 255/868-9) to ancient poetry as well. All remain-
ing occurrences gleaned from early literary criticism refer to modern poets.

9 Without insisting on the exact number, he counts five (loan-metaphor, antithe-
sis, paronomasia, anticipation of the rhyme word, dialectic jargon—the last four
often appearing combined with the first) and twelve additional ornaments (mahasin)
of speech.

% Stetkevych, Aba Tammam 19-37, deems the attempt unsuccessful. As to his
Tabagat, Ibn al-Mu‘tazz presents it as a collection of not commonly known mas-
terpieces to be learnt by heart for entertainment purposes; see ibid. 80, lines 11-14,
and 86, lines 8-9.
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the path of others in explaining them, approving the good and blaming
the bad. The words of the ancients, even if they vary in excellence,
resemble each other and are interconnected.” [Philologists| therefore
deduce what they do not know from what they know and overcome
the difficult with the accessible. For the poetry of the moderns since
the age of Bashshar, however, [these philologists] have not found
authorities or transmitters like theirs [for the ancient poets], who com-
bine the same qualities. And they have not recognized what [Abt
Tammam] achieved and accomplished. They have not given him his
due, ignored him, and then opposed him, as God—exalted is He—
says ‘No; but they have cried lies to that whereof they comprehend
not the knowledge,”®” and it is said, “Man is the enemy of that which
he ignores, for he who is ignorant of a thing opposes it.” Scholars of
[this group], when asked to teach the poetry of Bashshar, Abu Nuwas,
Muslim, Abt Tammam, and others, have avoided saying “I do not
master this” by insulting Abti Tammam in particular, because he is
the closest to our time, and his poetry the most difficult.”®

Al-Sult holds that at the root of criticism of the muhdathin—or their
denigration—Tlies a lack of expertise in what he proclaims a new dis-
cipline. He condemns the unfounded animosity as intellectual apa-
thy and conservatism:

How should someone not resort to such an expedient [as the one men-
tioned above] who says, “Study with me the poems of the forebears,”
and then, when he is asked about anything in the poems of these [sc.
the moderns], he ignores it. What should he fall back on if not insult-
ing that with which he is unfamiliar? If he were fair-minded, he would
learn it from its experts (akl), as he has learnt other [poetry], and
[then] be preeminent in knowledge of it, for learning is not barred to
anyone nor has anyone a special right to it.

In contrast to such narrow-mindedness, al-Stult shows that the two
most famous philologists, Tha‘lab (d. 291/904) and al-Mubarrad (d.
285/898), acknowledged modern literary criticism as beyond their
purview and did not falsely arrogate knowledge of it to themselves.
He corroborates this with a khabar about Tha‘lab—whose poetic trea-
tise does not cover modern poetry—candidly admitting his ignorance
of this subject. Invited to participate in the literary session of [Abu

% Literally: take each other by the neck.

9 Q 10 (Surat Yunus): 39; trans. by Arberry, Koran 229.

% Al-Sult, Akhbar Abtr Tammam, 14, line 5-15, line 3; see also the translation by
Stetkevych, Aba Tammam 40—41.

9 Al-Suali, Akhbar Abt Tammam 15, lines 3-8.
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1-‘Abbas Ahmad] Ibn Thawaba'® in which Abt Tammam’s poetry
was the going fare, Tha‘lab dreaded embarrassment and asked the
Bant Nawbakht'’" for assistance:

The Bant Nawbakht related to me—and I never saw Abu 1-‘Abbas
Ahmad ibn Yahya [Tha‘lab], with all the veneration he enjoyed among
everyone, to be more revered than by [the Bant Nawbakht]|, each of
them deriving his learning from him—that [Tha‘lab] said to them:

“I spend much time with scribes, in particular Abt 1-‘Abbas Ibn
Thawaba, and most of what goes on in their gatherings is [discussion
of | the poetry of Abt Tammam, which I do not know. Select some
of it for me!” We made a selection of [Abti Tammam]| for him and
gave it to him. He took it to Ibn Thawaba, who approved it.

“It is not something I selected,” [Tha‘lab] said to him, “rather, the
Bant Nawbakht selected it for me.”

[The Banti Nawbakht]:'®® [Tha‘lab] used to recite to us some verse
of [Abt Tammam’s] poetry and say afterwards, “What did he mean
by this?” So we explained it to him.

“By God,” [Tha‘lab] then said, “he has done well and excelled!”!*

If philology was of no avail in modern literary criticism, intuition
helped even less, as al-Salt clarifies:

Why does someone to whom this happens [sc. to embarrass himself
with unwarranted criticism of Abt Tammam] engage in the knowl-
edge of poetry, debate (kalam) about its motifs, and the discernment
of its formulations? Perhaps he imagines that this knowledge comes to
the brightest and most sagacious people without teaching, serious effort
and long study with its experts (a4/); how then [should it be] for the
dullest and slowest? [Moreover,] he whose nature is suited for one or
two kinds of knowledge, is not [necessarily| suited for others. . ..

If T only knew when these people had sat with someone who mas-
ters this or learned from him and listened to what he says. Do you
think they imagine that whoever explains the rare vocabulary of a
qasida or establishes its inflectional endings (:7ab) can select the good
of it, recognize the mediocre and the inferior, and distinguish its for-
mulations? Who among their authorities mastered this?'**

1A member of a family of officials of Christian origin, from 255/869 he assisted
the viziers Sulayman ibn Wahb and Isma‘l ibn Bulbul under the reigns of al-
Muhtadt and al-Mu‘tamid, and into the reign of al-Mu‘tadid; see EI? iii, 955.

" The Bant Nawbakht (or Naybakht) were a Persian family highly instrumen-
tal in the advancement of scholarship, patronage of literature, and the legitimation
of the Imami Shia during the early “Abbasid era; see EI* vii, 1043-44.

2 The inquit formula (gala) does not take account of the plural subject.

105 Al-Sult, Akhbar Abt Tammam 15, line 9—16, line 4.

0% Thid. 126, lines 7-12 and 127, lines 4—7. Al-STGIT comments here on a philol-
ogist’s criticism of one of the poet’s analogies that had been vaunted by Aba Dulaf.
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Al-Sult’s ire was aroused by what he considered a misapplication of
philology. He challenged its scholars to acknowledge modern poetry
as fundamentally different from the older verse they knew and requir-
ing a separate, but learnable, critical discipline. But if al-Salt chastised
some philologists’ self-serving disregard for the intellectual demands
of modern poetry, he similarly championed his own cause by vali-
dating a knowledge he possessed and used to earn his livelihood.
Though further investigation is required, the chosen sample of
akhbar would seem to support the suggestion that mufidath poetry had
become de facto the literary currency of the new ‘Abbasid elite. What
is more, Ibn al-Mu‘tazz and al-Suli ascribed to enlightened leaders
and administrators the critical discernment they found lacking in
philologists,'” investing the audience of modern poetry with the de
gure intellectual authority about it. In the same step they needed to
wrest poetic expertise from those who had heretofore controlled it.
The theoretical tug-of-war about modern poetry logically followed
its adoption by the elite as a living art form, while the archaic canon
became increasingly relegated to didactic and scholarly pursuits.

Appendix

Aban al-Lahiqi meets al-Fadl ibn Yajya'™

Al-Salt informed us: Abu 1-Hasan al-Bardha related to us: Muhammad
ibn al-Hasan Masqul related to us from [Kultham ibn ‘Amr| al-
‘Attabt (d. ca. 208/828).1%7

105 Al-Sult, Akhbar Abi Tammam 174, line 13-175, line 1, and lines 45, called
“wise kings and high scribes. .. the people most knowledgeable about speech in
poetry and prose” in contrast with the philologists of Abt Tammam’s time whom
he excused for having had “little knowledge of poetry, its criticism, and its dis-
cernment” because this was not their craft (sia‘a). See also Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, Badr
58, lines 2-3 (see n. 92), who distinguished poets and critics among the literati (al-
shu‘ar@® wa-nugqad al-muta‘addibin) as those who used the term badz, from philologists
(al-ulama@® bi-l-lugha wa-l-shir al-qadim) as those who were unfamiliar with it.

My understanding of critical expertise as ascribed to a social class is broader than
its definition as a profession, proposed by Ouyang, Literary Criticism 166-173.

106 Al-Suli, Qism akhbar al-shu‘ar@® 3—6. This anecdote and its preceding shorter
version (pp. 2-3) mark the beginning of the poet’s long connection with the Barmakids,
who entrusted him with evaluating the verse of other poets for them (p. 33) and
introduced him to al-Rashid (pp. 13—-15). See also a satirical retort to Aban’s fakhr
by Abt Nuwas (p. 22). The long version translated here reappears in al-Khatib al-
Baghdadi, Ta’ikh Baghdad xii, 336-339. For both fakhr and nagida, see also Abu
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We were at the gate of al-Fadl ibn Yahya,'” four thousand of us,
poets and visitors. Among us was a young man ( fata) who spoke to
us, and we gathered around him.

As he was sitting [there] one day, a page (ghulam) of his, seem-
ing to be the most handsome of pages, suddenly came up to him.
“My master,” he said, “you have taken me from my parents and
claimed to have a connection (wusla) to kings, but we have ended
in the worst situation possible. If you see fit to give me leave, so I
may rejoin my parents, you will do so.”

[Al-“Attabt:] the eyes of the young man filled with tears. “Bring
me an ink-well and a sheet (dawah wa-qirtas),” he said after a pause.
[The page] brought both, and [the young man] sat aside [from the
group] to write a note (rug‘a). Afterwards he returned to his seat.'”
“Leave,” he later said to the page, “until such time as I return to
you.”

At this moment, a man'"” suddenly arrived to request admission
to al-I'adl, and the youth rose and went up to him. “Will you con-
vey this note of mine to the amir?”

“What is in your note?”

“I am praising myself and urging the amir to receive me.”

“This is a request concerning you, not the amir. If you see fit to
excuse me [from this request], you will do so.”

“I do.”

[The young man] returned to his seat. Thereupon the chamber-
lain came out, [the young man] rose, went up to him, and repeated
to him his earlier words. The chamberlain was taken with his wit.
“A man who seeks connection with someone of the rank of al-Fadl

0

Nuwas, Diwan 1, 2426, and for the former alone, Najjar, Shu‘ar@’, part 11, vol. 3,
238-40. Both poems are rendered into German by Wagner, Abi Nuwas 144-145.
This translation omits fa- and ¢ala, when performing dramaturgic functions, such
as a change of scene, speaker, or addressee.

7 Poet patronized by the Barmakids and al-Ma’mun. A gifted prose-writer and
orator, he allegedly studied and copied Persian books; see GAS ii, 540—541.

% On him see n. 25.

19" Majlis signifies both “seat” and “group of people sitting;” both meanings are
possible.

"% Later in the book he is identified as Muhammad ibn Mansar [ibn Ziyad],
known as Fata 1-‘Askar, who headed the tax bureau and perhaps the army bureau
under al-Rashid and replaced al-Fadl during the vizier’s absence from Baghdad in
176/792; see al-Suli, Qum akhbar al-shu‘ara® 22, lines 13-14. In the shorter version
the intercessor is identified as a Hashimite.
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by praising himself, and not praising al-Fadl, is astounding.” He took
the note from him.

Then he went inside and held it up to al-Fadl. [The amir] read
two lines reclining on his cushions, then sat up straight, took the
note and perused it. When he had finished, he said to the cham-
berlain, “Where is the writer of this note?”

“God grant the amir power—no, by God, I do not know him with
this multitude'"" [at] the gate!”

“I will deliver (anbidhu) him to you this very instant,” al-Fadl said,
“page, climb atop the palace and call ‘Who is the one praising him-
self 7 The page arose and shouted, and the youth among us stood
up without coat or shoes.

When he appeared before al-Fadl, [the am#r] said, “Are you the
author of its contents?”

“Yes.”

“Recite [it] for me!” The youth recited:

ana min bughyati l-amiri wa-kanzun

min kunazi l-amiri dhii arbahi [khafif ]

I am the object of the amir’s desire
and one of his profitable treasures,

Scribe, accountant, orator, man of eloquence,
adviser to advisers,''?

Amazing poet, lighter than any feather
of those beneath the wing,'"

And better than Ibn Harma''* at transmitting
to people poetry of honed clarity,

And better than Ibn Sirin'" at transmitting (5)
knowledge in words of enlightened eloquence,

And better than Ibn Sharya at transmitting,
poetry, works of nasih, and praises.''®

" Reading kathrati as the first term of a construct (see WEAS i, 65b—66a), I
emend the following as the second term to man [bi-]l-bab, parallel with al-Khatib,
Tarikh xii, 337, line 12.

"2 Abt Nuwas, Diwan i, 24, line 10: “sharp mind, adviser outweighing advisers.”

15 Thid.: “at the wing.”

" Poet (d. 176/792) of both dynasties, counted either as the last of the ancients
or forerunner of the moderns; see GAS i, 144—145.

15 Respected TabiT jurisconsult and oneiromantist (d. 110/728); see EI” iii, 947
and GAS i, 633-34.

16 This and the previous verse are added from Abt Nuwas, Diwan i, 24, lines
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I have a talent and command of syntax,
which T possess like a collar with bejeweled sash.

If the prince—God grant him prosperity—aimed lances at
me, | would strike the lances’ blades.

I am not feeble nor subservient
except to the command of my generous lord.'”

I am not fleshy, my prince, nor cursed with a stammer, (10)
nor squat and pot-bellied.

A smooth beard, a handsome face
flaring up like the lighted wick of a lamp,'®

Witty in conversation of every shade,
skilful in charming tall tales.'?

How much, how much conversation I have kept hidden
within me that is like [fragrant] apples to kings!

With men like me kings speak privately, entertain themselves,
and whisper about a perplexing, arduous [affair].'*

I have the luckiest omen of anyone on the day of a hunt,
whether I set out in the morning or at evening time.'?! (15)

I am the most skilful of people
with birds of prey, steeds and charming beauties.'”

All this T combine, God be thanked,

and moreover I'm a witty jester.

I am not an ascetic, lining his two garments with hair,
nor a brash, dissolute libertine.'?®

If the amir calls me,
he will find me eager like a chirping nightingale.'**

13-14, where the name appears correctly as “Ibn Sharya.” ‘Abid (or: ‘Ubayd) Ibn
Sharya was an Umayyad transmitter of akhbar and poetry with a legendary life
span; see GAS 1, 260.

"7 Abu Nuwas, Diwan i, 25, line 9: “neither feeble nor subservient, [yet] obedi-
ent to the amir and compliant.”

18 Ibid.: “a curly beard.”

"9 Var. of Dwwan i, 25, line 1, preferred to al-Suli, Qism akhbar al-shu‘ar@® 5, line
8: “charming bejeweled [ladies],” which would overlap with verse 16 (as numbered
in my translation) below.

120 Verse added from Abti Nuwas, Diwan i, 25, line 3.

121 Ibid.: “whether I am invited.”

122 Var. of Dwwan i, 25, line 5, avoiding al-Stl’s repetition of milah from verse
12 by the synonym rhyme word sibak (s. sabiha).

125 Thid.: “with his two garbs tucked-up.”

2V Var. of Dmwan i, 25, line 12, preferred over al-Suli, Qism akhbar al-shu‘ard’:
“ringing bell,” as Abt Nuwas’ nagida repeats the former phrase as point d’appui.
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“Scribe, accountant, orator, man of letters, adviser to advisers?”!'?
al-Fadl said.

“Yes, God grant the amir prosperity!”

“Page, [bring] the letters that have come from Fars!” al-I'adl then
said, and [the page] brought them.

“Take them, read them, and respond to them,” he said to the
young man, who sat down to write in front of him.

“Sit by yourself; it will help you to think better,”
lain said to him.”

“My mind is more focused here, where desire and fear exist.”
When [the young man| had completed the letters, he presented them
to al-Fadl, and it was as if he [had] looked into his heart.'*

“Page, a purse, a purse, a purse!”'?” al-Fadl said.

“God grant the amir power!” The young man addressed the page,
“of dinars or dirhams?”'*

“Dinars, page.” When the purse was placed before him, al-Fadl
said, “Pick it up, God bless you with it.”

“By God, O amir,” the young man said, “I am not a porter, nor
was I created for carrying. If the prince sees fit to order one of his
pages to carry it, provided that he be mine. ...” Al-Fadl beckoned
to one of the pages, but the young man signalled to him, “[Stay]|

12>

the chamber-

where you are
“If the prince, God support him, sees fit to leave me the choice

among the pages, as he did with the two purses, he will do so.”
“Choose.” [The young man] chose the best-looking page.

% This repetition of verse 2 follows the variant from the preceding version of
the khabar in which only verses 1-3, and 19 appear. They contain the further vari-
ants ‘mda ljanahi (verse 3) and bulbuli (verse 19), conforming to Abu Nuwas, Diwan
i, 24, line 11 and 25, line 12.

126 Titerally: “had laid bare his heart” (shagga ‘an galbihi); the phrase occurs in
several hadtths, e.g., A-fa-la shaqagta ‘an qalbihi fa-ta‘lama. . . . Fa-halla shagagta ‘an
batmiht fa-‘alimta ma fi qalbiht . . .; see Wensinck, Concordance v, 456a and b; further
ibid. iii, 158a and v, 455b, 458a and b.

27 A badra, “purse,” contained, or equalled, ten thousand dirhams.

%8 One dmar equalled 20-22 dirhams at the beginning of the third/ninth century
and rose to 25 dirhams by the middle of that century. During this period, day labor-
ers earned between 3/4 and 1 1/4 dinars (15-24 dirhams) per month, and a trained
craftsman, such as a smith or carpenter, up to two dinars; sce Ashtor, Essai 25 and
48-49. The currency switch in the story changed the reward from a fairly stan-
dard sum for akhbar to an astronomic figure; dinar awards usually ranged between
five hundred and one thousand.
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“Pick [it] up.” When the purse was on the page’s shoulder, the
young man wept. Al-I'adl found this horrible. “Curse you! [Is this
because you] find this little?”

“No, by God, may He support you, you have given lavishly, but
[I weep] for grief that [the dust of | the earth will cover one like you!”

“This is even finer than what came before,” al-Fadl said, “page,
add a suit of clothes and a riding beast for him!”

Al-‘Attabt: And I had thought the young man'® would not mea-
sure up to al-Fadl!

129 Literally: “T had thought the young man’s stirrup to be beneath that of al-Fadl.”
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ADVICE FOR TEACHERS: THE 9TH CENTURY
MUSLIM SCHOLARS IBN SAHNUN AND AL-JAHIZ
ON PEDAGOGY AND DIDACTICS*
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Dedicated to Professor Muchael Marmura,
on the occasion of lis 75th birthday, 11 November 2004.

As Islam was spreading among diverse peoples between the 7th and
the 9th century C.E., education came to be recognized by the Muslim
community as a proper channel through which the universal and
cohesive social order—in the way the Quran commanded it—could
be established. This resulted in a rapidly increasing need for acces-
sible and effective formal education at both the primary and higher
levels. Interestingly enough, the major educational efforts in the for-
mative period of Islam were made by individual scholars, most of
them teachers themselves. In other words, these educational activi-
ties were individual in nature and intellectual in expression.

1 The adab al-‘alim wa-l-muta‘allim lferature

By the 9th century, educational thought in Islam started to find its
literary expression in Arabic texts devoted to teaching and learning.
At this time, educational writing appears to have developed a dis-
tinct genre of its own, 1.e. the adab al-‘alim wa-l-muta‘allim literature.
This subcategory of classical Arabic literature is represented, in its
core, by works expressly dealing with “rules of conduct for teachers
and students.” These texts explain and analyze teaching methods,
the ways in which learning takes place, or should take place, the

* This chapter presents some of the first results of a long-term research project
devoted to educational thought in the classical period of Islam. A monograph on
this topic is in progress. Research for this article was partly supported by a grant
generously provided by The NIWANO Peace Foundation Tokyo, Japan.



90 CHAPTER FIVE

aims of education, as well as the means by which such goals may
be achieved. This includes the manner in which teachers and students
act and behave, their (moral) characteristics, their relationship with
one another in the process of education, the contents of learning,
and the means and methods of imparting and absorbing knowledge.
In short, this particular type of text can aptly be called pedagogical.

Classical Arabic pedagogical writings provide useful insights into
the intellectual culture of Islam in medieval times. They suggest the
following: Firstly, the social transfer of knowledge and the intellec-
tual development of individuals and groups were subject to the vivid
scholarly interest of Muslims—as witnessed shortly after the rise of
Islam in the early 7th century—and became more evident in liter-
ary and scholarly writing during subsequent centuries. Secondly, ini-
tiated by the translation of classical Greek and Syriac texts into
Arabic in the 8th and 9th centuries, the creative adoption of the
Hellenistic heritage also left its mark on the Islamic theory of edu-
cation. This is particularly noticeable in the writings of Muslim
authors who deal, from a philosophical-ethical point of view, with
the developmental stages in the formation of human character and
personality, the early education of the child, and with higher learn-
ing. Thirdly, the views on education in Islam benefited from, but
also influenced, certain Jewish and Christian ideas on education
significant to the Middle East at that time.

Thus far, the adab al-‘alim wa-l-muta‘allim literature as a particular
type of scholarly expression in Arabic in medieval times has gained
only scant attention in Western studies on Islam,' despite the fact
that al-Ghazal’s (d. 505 A.H./1111 C.E.) insightful passages on the

ethics of education in several of his works are fairly well known.?

' A classic, so to speak, of Western research on educational thought in medieval
Arabic literature is Franz Rosenthal’s The Technique and Approach of Muslim Scholarship
(1947). Furthermore, one would need to mention Khalil Abdallah Totah’s 7#e
Contribution of the Arabs to Education (1926), Ahmad Shalaby’s History of Muslim Education
(1954), and A.S. Tritton’s Materials on Muslim Education (1957). For more specific
aspects of the social history of Islamic education, the transmission of knowledge,
and the educational practice and institutions, see, for example, the studies by
A. Munir-ud-Din (1968), A. Tibawi, (1979), G. Schoeler (1985-), H. Nashshabe
(1989), J. Berkey (1992), A. Gil‘adi (1992), and M. Chamberlain (1994).

2 Cf. the passages on education included in al-Ghazali’s “The [Re-]Vitalization
of Religious Sciences (lhya’ ‘ulim al-din)” and “The Criterion of Action (Mizan al-
‘amal),” but also the educational-ethical treatise “O Son (Ayyuha l-walad)” attributed
to him.
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The originality of the educational ideas in these works, along with
the sophisticated way in which they are presented, have caused mod-
ern scholarship to appreciate al-Ghazali as an intellectual master-
mind behind classical Islam’s philosophy and ethics of education, in
addition to his many other celebrated scholarly achievements.

However, a good number of Arabic works from the time before
and after al-Ghazali also deal in a most fascinating way with vari-
ous aspects of pedagogy and didactics. Unfortunately, only a small
portion of these educational texts have been studied and published,
and the information about them is rather scattered throughout the
primary and secondary sources. The evidence of the adab al-‘alim
wa-l-muta‘allim works, however, does provide a clear idea of the impres-
sively long and continuous tradition of medieval Arabic scholarship
dealing with pedagogical and didactic issues, regardless of their
authors’ individual theological and juridical stances, ethnic origins,
or geographical affiliations.

k0 ok 3k

In this chapter, the focus is on two very early and, in many ways,
remarkable examples of classical Arabic writings on education. The
first treatise is entitled “Rules of Conduct for Teachers (K. Adab al-
mu‘allimin),” and was written by Ibn Sahntn, a scholar from the west-
ern part of the Islamic empire. The second work bears the title “The
Teachers (K. al-Mu‘allimin),” and it is the work of ‘Amr ibn Bahr al-
Jahiz, a famous contemporary of Ibn Sahntin’s from the eastern lands
of Islam.

Like other works of the adab al-‘alim wa-l-muta‘allim literature, these
two texts are significant in several regards: firstly, as historical sources,
since they provide information on the realities of intellectual life in
medieval Islam; secondly, as evidence for the development of the
theory of education, since their authors attempt to establish rules for
teachers and students; and thirdly, as literary testimonies, since these
texts show the distinctive methods used by their authors for pre-
senting their educational ideas in writing.
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2 Ibn Sahnin

2.1 The scholar’s life and academic career

Muhammad Ibn Sahnin al-Tantkhi® was a prominent expert of
Maliki law, a hadith scholar, historian, and biographer.* He was born
in 202/817 in al-Qayrawan, a city in modern Tunisia. At the begin-
ning of the 9th century, al-Qayrawan was a flourishing economic,
administrative, cultural, and intellectual center, as well as a nucleus
of the Maliki school of law for the western lands of Islam.’

Ibn Sahntin was of Arab descent. His grandfather Sa‘id had arrived
in al-Qayrawan in the middle of the 2nd/8th century with a group
of people from Hims in Syria, sent there by the Umayyad authorities
in Damascus to support (militarily) the presence of the Muslims in
the Maghrib.® Ibn Sahntn’s father, Sahnin,” “a man of rigorous and
demanding ethics,” is known as “one of the great architects of the
exclusive supremacy of Sunnism in its Maliki form throughout the
Muslim West.”® In addition, it is interesting to note that Sahnun had
begun his academic career as an elementary schoolteacher, teaching
the Quran in a simple building rented for this particular purpose.’

$ His full name is Abt ‘Abdallah Muhammad ibn (Abi Sa‘td) Sahniin ibn Sa‘d
ibn Habib ibn Hassan ibn Hilal ibn Bakkar ibn Rabi‘a at-Tantkhi; see Ibn Sahntin’s
biography in: al-Maliki, Ryad al-nufus, 1, 443-458; and 1, 345ff; and ‘lyad, Tarajim
170-188; see furthermore the art. “Muhammad b. Sahntin,” in: EI? vii, 409
(G. Lecomte); and G. Lecomte, Le Livre 77-82, esp. 79-80.

* Al-Maliki, Riyad al-nufus i, p. 13 of the introduction.

> Under the rule of the Aghlabides (r. 184-296/800-909), al-Qayrawan became
a stronghold for the study of the Quran and the Sunna, and for Maliki law.
Nonetheless, scholars from al-Qayrawan and other Maghribi cities were in vital aca-
demic contact with the east of the ‘Abbasid caliphate, to which the area ruled by
Aghlabides nominally belonged. Scholars made pilgrimages and study trips to Mecca
and Medina, and traveled to centers of higher learning such as Baghdad, Basra,
and Kufa. See, for example, ‘lyad, Taraim 93; EI* viii, 843; and the art. “Malikiyya”
(N. Cottart), in: EI* vi, 278-283, esp. 278, 280-281.

b Al-Maliki, Riyad al-nufis 1, 346-7; ‘Iyad, Tarapm 86; al-Qayrawani, 7 abaqal 184.

7 For his biography, see al-Maliki, Riyad al-nufus i, 345-375; and the art. “Sahnan”
(M. Talbi), in: EI* viii, 843-845. The nickname Sahntn—the name of a bird—
was given to him because of his sharp eyesight.

8 EI* viii, 845.

¢ Al-Maliki, Riyad al-nufus i, 343-344; and Ismail 37. Sahnin owes much of his
scholarly reputation to his Mudawwana, one of the great manuals of Maliki law.
Through this work, Sahnun played a major role in “the definitive implantation of
Malikism in the Maghrib” (EI* vii, 409 and EI* viii, 843), although he had—due
to the lack of financial resources, as he himself attested—mnot been able to study
himself with Imam Malik.
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Ibn Sahntn spent a carefree childhood in al-Qayrawan. He received
a traditional primary education at an elementary school (kuttab),"
including an introduction to the Quran and the basics of writing. It
appears that his father, Sahnun, cared very much for his son; for
example, he is credited with having expressly requested that his son’s
teacher:

Educate him with compliments and kind words only. He is not the
one to be educated by beating and reprimanding. [When I pass aways,]
I will leave him [as someone who acts] in accordance with what I
believe (atrukuhii ‘ala nihlatr). Hence 1 hope that he will be unique in
his kind and unparalleled among the people of his time."

Already as a young boy, Ibn Sahntn frequently attended the classes
given by his father for more advanced students.”” Thus he came to
know the academic activities and the pious life-style of scholars par-
ticipating in these study circles on MalikT law, along with the top-
ics and teaching methods of higher learning.'” This exceptional study
opportunity at a young age was certainly not an insignificant factor
in preparing Ibn Sahntn intellectually for his future academic career
as a leading Maliki scholar.

In 235/850, at the age of thirty-three, Ibn Sahnan left on pil-
grimage. He reached Mecca via Tripolis and Cairo (musr).'* He is
reported to have taught at the Friday-Mosque, ‘Amr ibn al-‘As, in
Fustat” and to have attended lectures by various prominent schol-
ars in Egypt. After fulfilling the obligations of the pilgrimage, he
went from Mecca to Medina. An anecdote relates that, upon arriv-
ing there, he paid a visit to the Mosque of the Prophet (al-masjid al-
nabaw?) where a study circle (halga) was held by Abt Mus‘ab Ahmad
ibn AbT Bakr al-Zuhrt (d. 242/854), one of Imam Malik’s closest

10 “A primary, or elementary school, . .. [it] introduces the six to seven year old
child to the basics of language, and instructs him in Qur’an, hadith, and different
religious rituals. The structure and teaching methods of the kuttab . .. were almost
certainly inherited from Byzantium and reflect a wide Mediterranean tradition . . .;”
cf. Baer, Muslim Teaching Institutions 73.

" Al-Maliki, Riyad al-nufis i, 443—444.

12 Al-Maliki, Riyad al-nufus i, 444, 448; Iyad, Taajim 171.

'3 His father was his first and most important teacher. Ibn Sahntn studied also
with some other leading Maghribi scholars such as Masa ibn Mu‘awiya al-Sumadiht
(d. 225/840), ‘Abd al-‘Aziz ibn Yahya al-Madant (d. 240/854), and ‘Abdallah ibn
AbT Hassan al-HimsT al-Yahstbi (d. 227/842); see al-Maliki, Riyad al-nufis 1, 444.

" Al-Maliki, Ripad al-nufis i, 444; ‘Iyad, Tarajim 177.

5 Al-Maliki, Riyad al-nufus 1, 444; and EI* vii, 409.
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colleagues in Medina. The students at this circle were arguing on
the legal issue of umm al-walad. When Ibn Sahnun told them a joke
about the topic of discussion, he attracted Abu Mus‘ab’s attention
so that Abt Mus‘ab recognized him as the Ibn Sahnun from al-
Qayrawan.'® It is more important, however, to note that Ibn Sahnun’s
biographers all emphasize the very favorable impression the young
scholar left on the intellectual milieu in Egypt and the Hijaz."”

At some point before the year 239/854-5, Ibn Sahntin returned
to his hometown, al-Qayrawan. There he established his own study
circle (halga) next to his father’s.'”® After his father’s death in Rajab
240/December 855, Ibn Sahntn became the chief gad7 of the Malikites
in the Maghrib. Supported by the Aghlabid regent and de facto gov-
ernor, Emir Ibrahim II (r. officially from 875 to 902), Ibn Sahnun
is said to have led the Malikt struggle against the Hanafites and
Mu‘tazilites in the Maghrib."

Ibn Sahntn died in al-Qayrawan in 256/870 at the age of fifty-
four. On the day of his funeral, the stores and schools in al-Qayrawan
were closed as an expression of mourning. The funeral prayer for
the deceased scholar was led by Emir Ibrahim IL.* Ibn Sahnun was
buried in al-Qayrawan next to his father’s tomb. The memorial
shrine (qubba) built over his grave shortly became such a popular site
that shops opened to accommodate and benefit from the many vis-
itors. The Emir, however, eventually ordered these shops closed and
dispersed the people.?!

Ibn Sahntan was a productive scholar. He is reported to have writ-
ten nearly 200 books and treatises. Twenty-four works have been
identified by title, but only three texts have been preserved. Most
titles point to fatwas and other short legal documents. Some books,
however, are said to have been multi-volume encyclopaedias on
Hadith and Islamic history. The preserved book titles indicate that
Ibn Sahnan had, in general, a vivid interest in the systematic teach-
ing of the Quran and the essentials of Islamic belief.”” One can imag-

1o Al-Maliki, Riyad al-nufus i, 184.

7 See also EI? vii, 409.

18 Al-Maliki, Riyad al-nufus i, 444.

9 R i, 409.

% ALMaliki, Riyad al-nufis i, 444.

2 Iyad, Tagjim 186-187.

2 Al-Maliki, Ripad al-nufis 1, 443; ‘Iyad, Twajim 173. The other two preserved
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ine how important this was especially when taking into considera-
tion the attempts made in the 8th and 9th centuries in the Islamic
West to Islamize and Arabicize the Berber population.

2.2 Ibn Sahnian’s book on “Rules of Conduct for Teachers”

2.2.1  Structure, contents, and style

In terms of intention, content, and style, Ibn Sahniin’s K. Adab al-
mu‘allimin® is part of the so-called professional adab-literature. Like
other manuals of this type—compiled for secretaries, clerks, copy-
ists, or judges—Ibn Sahnun’s work addresses a specific community
of people: the teachers at elementary schools, whom he provides
with professional and juridical advice.

Ibn Sahnin’s K. Adab al-mu‘allimin®* starts with quotations of prophetic
traditions, expressing the “merit” ( fadl) and the advantage of teach-
ing and learning the Quran. The book concludes with similar state-
ments by Malik ibn Anas, which in turn display Ibn Sahntan’s
affiliation to the Maliki school of law. Ibn Sahnun’s treatise has ten
chapters, as follows:

1. [Traditions] on the teaching Ma ja’a fi talim al-Qur’an al-‘aziz
of the Quran.

ii. [Traditions] on the equity Ma j@’a fi “adl bayna [-sibyan
[to be observed in treating
school]boys.

books are: the K. Masa’il al-jihad (ms. Tunis) and the K. Ajwibat Muhammad bn Sahnin,
riwayat Muhammad 1bn Salim al-Qattan ‘anhu (ms. Escorial 1162; three copies in Tunis);
see EI* vii, 409; Lecomte 80.

% The complete text of the K. Adab al-mu‘allimin has been preserved in a unique
Tunisian manuscript from the 14th or 15th century (National Tunisian Library,
ms. Tunis 8787); cf. also Lecomte, Le Livre 78. For a short description of the
Tunisian ms., see HijazT 43. Fragmentary passages of the text have also been pre-
served in a Rabat manuscript (catalogued as ms. 85¢af) consisting of approximately
sixty percent of the work; cf. Hijazt 46. While the Tunisian text starts with gala
Abi ‘Abdallah Muhammad thbn Sahniin, the Moroccan text indicates a different trans-
mission by stating: haddathant Aba I-<Abbas ‘Abdallah tbn Ahmad ibn Furat ibn Muhammad,
qala: haddathant Muhammad ibn Sahnin ‘an abihi [. . .]. This suggests that Ibn Sahntn’s
treatise for teachers circulated in more than one transmitted version; see also Hijazt
46. A French translation of the K. Adab al-mu‘allimin was published by G. Lecomte;
see his Le Livre 82-105.

2 This article’s references to Ibn Sahnan’s K. Adab al-mu‘allimin are based on
Muhammad al-‘Artst al-Matwi’s edition as reprinted in: Hijazi, al-Madhhab, 111-128;
lower case Roman numerals indicate chapters of Ibn Sahntn’s work.
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1il.

1v.

V.

Vvil.

Viil.

IX.

CHAPTER FIVE

Chapter [of traditions] on the
reprehensibility of erasing the
Word of God the Exalted
[when written on slates], and
what should be done [instead]
in this regard.

[Traditions] on disciplining
[students], and on what is
permissible in this [regard]
and what is not.

[Opinions] on the final exams
for the recitation of the Quran
[at elementary schools], and
what is [to be given] to the
teacher on this [occasion]
[Opinions] on the presentation
of gifts [to the teacher| on
feast days.

[Opinions] on [the occasions]
when [the teacher] should give
days off to the [school]boys
[Opinions] on the obligation
on the teacher to stay all the
time with the pupils [under
his supervision|

[Opinions] on the wage of
the teacher and when it is
obligatory

[Opinions| on renting a

copy of the Quran, law
books, and other such books

Bab ma yukrahu mahwuhu min
dhikr Allah ta‘ala wa-ma yan-
baght an yuf‘ala min dhalika

Ma j@a fi -adab wa-ma yajiazu
min dhalika wa-ma la yaiizu

Ma j@a fi l-klatam wa-ma yajibu
J dhalika li-l-mu‘allim

Ma j@’a fi l-gad@ fi ‘atiyyat al-id

Ma yanbaght an yukhalla [-sibyan
Jihi

Ma yajibu “ala l-mu‘allim min
luzam al-sibyan

Ma ja@’a fi yarat al-mu‘allim wa-
mata tajibu

Ma j@’a fi yarat al-mushaf wa-
kutub al-figh wa-ma shabahaha

Based on criteria such as formal structure and style, the book is
divided into two main parts: The first part comprises chapters one
to four. Here the fundamentals of teaching pupils at elementary
schools are provided. The author deals with the obligation to learn
and memorize the Quran and the need for people to teach it. He
talks about the practical issues implied when writing exercises are
based on the quranic text, about the disciplinary measures to cor-
rect the pupils’ behavior, and about physical punishment. As indi-
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cated above, this first part is almost entirely based on quotations of
prophetic traditions. Only occasionally does the author make short
comments on these fadiths, rounding off a particular topic.

The second part of the book is formed by chapters five to ten.
These chapters follow a different scheme: they present almost exclu-
sively questions Ibn Sahntn asked his father and answers his father
gave him. Here the author addresses more specific issues related to
the actual process of education. He covers the following topics: hir-
ing a teacher, the various obligations regarding the khatma (the final
oral exam after the pupil has memorized the Quran),” some teacher’s
obligations (including the rental of the school or classroom at the
teachers’ expense, and the preparation teachers need before enter-
ing the classroom), enforcement of the curriculum (including oblig-
atory and optional topics to be taught, supervision of pupils, and
consultation with a pupil’s parents on the child’s strengths and weak-
nesses). Furthermore, the author discusses the basic salary, additional
payments for teachers (including questions of the permissibility of
such additional payments), and the legitimacy of renting books for
teaching purposes.

As for the formal structure of this second part, a decisive question-
answer pattern is striking in Ibn Sahnun’s work. This pattern sup-
ports the sequence of thesis and antithesis which, in turn, displays
the author’s legal training in reasoning and arguing.” Occasionally,
the pros and cons of issues are given. For example, he first provides
a statement that may reflect an arguable opinion or circumstance,
and then quotes an authoritative tradition or a statement that sets
things right.

These characteristics of the text altogether make Ibn Sahnun’s
book read like a legal document: it enumerates rules and precedents

» Khatma (colloquial: khitma), pl. khitam, is the technical term used in Islamic edu-
cation for a child’s recitation of the entire Quran and his/her graduation. In mod-
ern times, “the so-called i4/aba is celebrated when a boy has read through the whole
of the sacred book (the ceremony after the half or one-third is called israfa);” cf.
Fr. Buhl, in: EI* iv, 1112.

% The use of a question-and-answer pattern in scholarly writing has a long tra-
dition in the Middle East; see U. Pietruschka’s contribution to this book and the
references given there. It is worth mentioning that this pattern is also evident in
the narrative passages of the Quran, used there as a powerful stylistic tool to pro-
mote instruction; see my art. “Teaching,” in: Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an, ed. J.D.
McAuliffe, vol. 1v, Leiden: Brill, forthcoming.



98 CHAPTER FIVE

and its language is precise and prosaic, as in a fatwa. Ibn Sahntan’s
primary concern is to clarify issues; the style in presenting these ideas
is secondary to him. This latter observation might explain, to some
extent, why the discussion of certain topics does not always corre-
spond to the chapter headings; why subject matters relating to one
and the same issue are occasionally scattered throughout different
chapters or listed under various rubrics; and why there are some
passages which almost lack a logical sequence for the ideas addressed
therein. The last chapter may even give the impression to some read-
ers that issues were included there which the author, for some rea-
son, omitted mentioning earlier in his book at a, perhaps, thematically
more fitting place.

2.2.2  Reflections of historical realities

In terms of historical and cultural information, Ibn Sahnan’s book
has plenty to offer. As G. Lecomte already noted,” there are pas-
sages that vividly evoke in the reader’s mind the diligent world of
elementary schools at the beginning of the 9th century. We learn
about the medieval teacher who is proud of the ink spots on his
clothing; “It is the sign of manliness (mur@’a) to see ink on a man’s
clothing or lips” (iii.116). There is also mention of the parents who
offer the teacher gifts as a reward for his good work (vi.118). Yet if
a father is unhappy with the results of his child’s education, he does
not hesitate to argue frankly with the teacher (ix.124, 125).

There are passages that allow us to picture situations where young
schoolboys take care of each other at school and accompany each
other home after class (vii.118; viii.119). We learn about the different
ways of cleaning the writing tablet, either using a little dust cloth or
even the tongue (iii.115). If one uses the foot to erase quranic text
written on the tablet, one commits—as the text states—an act of
irreverence toward the Quran and risks receiving punishment (ii.115).
The text talks about school holidays and family celebrations taking
place when pupils pass the khatma exam and graduate (v.117).

Along with these insights into the everyday life at elementary
schools at the beginning of the 9th century, the book provides some
significant historical information. One can conclude from the text,

? Cf. his Le Livre 81-82.
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firstly, that the teaching of the Quran and its supplementary disci-
plines at the primary level was, at that time, already well established
in the Muslim West. Secondly, primary education was apparently in
need of more systematic regulations and scholars responded to this
need by offering professional advice. Within this context, the raising
of fees for teaching classes—as Ibn Sahntn indicates—and even
remuneration for teaching the Quran had become a common prac-
tice. The author generally supports this practice, yet he feels it indis-
pensable to discuss it in detail (1.114; 1x.124).

Ibn Sahnitin also deals at length with physical punishment (see
chapter 1v). This, however, is less surprising when taking the author’s
legal background into consideration. Hence one can appreciate, for
example, why he attempts to cover all possible precedents, those which
actually occurred and those which might occur. Although the text
makes it quite clear that punishment was part of rectifying a child’s
behavior in Islam in the medieval times, Ibn Sahntn leaves no doubt
that physical punishment should not cross the line. He stresses that
the child should not be seriously harmed. On the contrary, basing
himself on prophetic traditions, he emphasizes that modesty, patience,
and a passion for working with children are indispensable qualities
of teachers (i.115; iv.116; viii.119).

Moreover, Ibn Sahntn also advises the teachers to create situa-
tions to challenge pupils intellectually. He mentions