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PREFACE

That poetry which deals with bad or ugly things is not necessarily itself
bad or ugly may seem a truism. Nevertheless, numerous literary critics
and theorists have found it difficult , or indeed undesirable, to make a
rigorous distinction between the quality of a poem and that of its subject
matter.

If the subject taints the poetry, then the poetry in its turn may taint
its criticism . At one more remove, then, even this monograph, which
studies this criticism, may receive the odium of the puritans. I am look­
ing forward to any invective this study should provoke. However, my
object has not been to provoke, nor to defend a general thesis on invec­
tive poetry, but merely to present the ideas of the Arabic writers of the
past; a presentation that is basically chronological, although a strictly
chronological sequence is often interrupted for the sake of a more
systematical approach. The result is, inevitably, a compromise.

In the translations I decided to render the register of the original with
some fidelity; thus I do not translate , e.g., ayr as membrum virile. Occa­
sionally I have preferred transliteration to translation.

The system of transliteration employed should be obvious to the
specialists .

I have to thank all those who have encouraged and helped me , among
them in particular Dr. F . Leemhuis and Dr. H . L. ]. Vanstiphout ,
Groningen , Dr. W . F. G .]. StoetzerandDr. A. Schippers , Leiden , and
Professor S. A. Bonebakker, Los Angeles . I am greatly indebted to the
Trustees of the St ichting De Goeje for their willingness to include this
work in the monograph series of the Stichting, as well as for the several
useful suggestions for improvement offered by the editorial board of the
Stichting. As always, my English was improved by Sheila van Gelder­
Ottway.

Haren , February 1988
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1. Hija' : one genre or several?

Among the traditional major modes or ' a im s' (aghrar!) of classical Arabic
poetry hija'i is the most varied in tone and form. The other modes, such
as fakhr, 'self-praise' , madih , ' panegyric, encomium', ritha', 'elegy,
lament ' , nasib or ghazal, ' love poetry' , are far from uniform, of course,
throughout the centuries and between the countless poets; yet a con­
siderable homogeneity, a general resemblance in register, diction and
tone , cannot be denied . Poems of praise, like Tolstoy's happy families,
are all alike; there is only one way of being right: by conforming to the
conventional ideal , but there are many ways of being wrong. 2 To say that
hija' differs from other modes dominated by the conventions of Arabic
literature since by its nature it ignores or defies conventions, is only part
of the truth ; for conventions are by no means absent in hija' itself.

The variegated character of hija' is as much a matter of nomenclature.
One term, hija' , commonly translated as 'satire', is hardly sufficient to
cover a wide range, from the lofty , moralistic and serious to the coarse,
amoral , immoral , obscene and flippant ; from fun and wit to insipidity
and dullness; from objectivity and distance to anger and emotion; from
subtlety and obliqueness to bluntness and blatancy . Obviously , 'satire '
is an inadequate translation in many cases: ' invective.', 'lampoon' ,
'abuse' and related words are often more exact."

As to its form hija' is no less diverse than the other modes. 4 It may form
part of a larger whole, for instance withfakhr, madib and even nasib, com­
bined in a poly thematic qasida. Independently, it ranges from the shortest
epigrams to long poems, by Arabic standards (the poem called al­
Mudhahhaba by al-Kumayt Ibn Zayd (d . 126/743 or 127) of reputedly 300
lines is exceptional ;" a reply by Diibil (d . 244/859 or 246) is said to have

1 Related , less frequent , forms are haj w, muhiijiih , tahiijl, tahjii) , uhjuwwa, uhjiyya (more
often its plural : ahiiji).

2 Aristotle , The Ethics, translated byJ. A. K. Thomson , Harmondsworth , 1955, p. 66.
3 See e.g . Bonebakker , ' Religious Prejudice' , p. 85, Pellat , art. ' H idjii) ' in EJ2 ,

McDonald , 'Orally Transmitted Poetry ' , p. 22.
, This it has in common with western ' satire' , cr. Fowler , Kinds oj Literature, pp . 110,

188-90. Following Fowler 's terminology I prefer to speak of hijii) and the other aghriit;! as
' modes' rather than ' genres' .

5 Mas'fidl, Muriij, iv, 68-70, Aghiini, xvii, 18.
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been twice as long), 6 But almost without exception hiJii) refers to poetry .
This is another reason why 'satire' is an unsatisfactory translation; hijii)
excludes the various forms of satirical prose , whether short sketches or
lengthy 'epistles', AI-Jal).i?, Bad!' al-Zaman al-Hamadhanr, Ibn
Shuhayd, al-Tawhidi and Abu 'I-CAla) al-Ma-arri, to name but a few,
would be prominent in a study of Arabic satire , but not of hya). Another
disadvantage of the word 'satire' lies in the several undesirable associa­
tions with literary concepts from the Classical and European world , such
as the formal verse satire tradition of Horace and Juvenal. For these
reasons I have left the word hijii) untranslated , and rendered the verbs
hajd, hii:iii, etc. as 'to make hijii)' throughout this study, in spite of its
clumsiness and repetitiveness, Only very occasionally have I used the
verb 'to satirize'.

One may well ask if there is any point in studying such a
heterogeneous (and large) body of verse comprehensively, merely
because in traditional Arabic criticism it is comprised under one
denominator. To be sure, such a study is not envisaged in this book. But
since what we know of Arabic hy'ii) is largely determined by what the
ancient critics and anthologists decided to preserve for posterity, we
should at least pay attention to their concept of hy'ii) and their evaluation
of the poems and verses they called hY'ii). In spite of its heterogeneous
nature, the concept of hijd? as a separate mode, gharad, existed from the
earliest times. The term itself and cognate verbal forms are present in
poems , even in pre-Islamic times, to a greater extent than the terms
belonging to other modes: the words nasib , madib,Jakhr , rithii", etc . rarely
occur in poems. The explanation must be that in hya), more than in any
other mode, the poet is concerned with the effect of his poem; the descrip­
tion of the effect is an essential part of hijii) itself, or of those poems in
which the opponent is threatened with hijii).

From the very beginning of Islam there have been puritans who were
opposed to any poetry . Others , rather more numerous as far as we can
judge, only approved of serious and edifying subjects in poetry . Those
who saw no harm in other genres, such as love-poetry and ' light verse ' ,
often drew the line with obs cene or abusive verse. Considering the
pressure of these prejudices (if we can call them thus)", and knowing that
a large proportion of the poetry that was produced must have been sup­
pressed either by the poets themselves or the anthologists, one may be
surprised by the large quantity of invective poetry that is known to us .

6 E/2 s.v, al-K umayt B, Za yd.
7 Perhaps it is a prejudice to di smiss these op in ions collectively as prejudices, as

Bonebakker did in the title at least of his articl e ' Rel igious Prejudice ' ,
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Moreover, the bulk of it is not by anonymous, shady versifiers , collected
by disreputable editors in broadsheets and shoddy booklets distributed in
seamy-side subcultural circles . It forms part of the collected works of
many of the great and esteemed poets, or is contained in the standard
anthologies that are considered as monuments of Arabic literature,
indispensable for the education of well-bred and respectable intellectuals .

As far as I can judge classical Arabic literature is richer in this 'genre '
of lampoons and invective than most other ' polite ' literatures ; richer, at
least , in terms of quantity ; perhaps, the richest of all the major ones con­
temporary with it. No doubt someone will be tempted to conclude from
this that ' the Arabs' , or those who used Arabic, in the Middle Ages had
a natural propensity for malign abuse and foul -mouthed scurrility. But
it should be kept in mind that poe try does not neatly express a national
or ethnic character, if such a thing exists at all. Someone looking for war­
poetry in classical Japanese may well be led to believe that the Japanese
were the least martial of peoples. The Arabs (I employ this term for all
those who produced Arabic literature, for convenience's sake)" differed
from others in that they , to a large extent although often reluctantly ,
admitted invective and lampoon to what is commonly, and here some­
what inappropriately, called polite literature, Modern criticism in the
West, with its tradition of formal satire, generally looks down on invec­
tive and lampoon, often because they are supposed to be devoid of true
wit. 9 Invective is, at best, the ' grim gruff old ancestor' of satire, and
' lurking near by is the smaller, weaker, but sometimes more dangerous
mutant of Invective : .. . Lampoon, a parasite which has no life of its own
and can exist only through destroying its victim. '10

However, hij(j' is often coarse and witty at the same time, and those
insults that are not witty may still strike us by their verbal artistry. One
suspects that such critics as those mentioned above condemn invective
and lampoon, not on aesthetic or intellectual grounds but for moral
reasons. Indeed, in a discussion of satire and invective it is impossible to
ignore questions of ethics and morality, even though some purists may
deplore this . As we shall see , Arabic literary criticism is far from
unanimous on this point.

8 In translations of classical Arabic passages the world 'Arabs' ((Arab) often has a more
restricted sense of 'those belonging to (semi-)nomadic Arabic-speaking tribes', especially
referring to pre- or early Islamic times.

9 See for instance Pollard, Satire, pp . 66 , 71 f.
10 Highet, Anatomy , pp . 151 f.
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2. Origins

To the origms of hijjj' Ignaz Goldziher devoted one of his many
pioneering studies. I I He showed convincingly that the word qiifiya,
'rhyme (word), originally denoted 'invective (line of) verse striking the
neck (qafii) ' .12 Hijjj' , in his view, began as a form of magical warfare, a
curse or imprecation, uttered by someone who maintained particularly
good contacts with ' higher ' or supernatural beings (ajinnz or shaytjjn), in
order, not merely to threat and to humiliate, but actually to harm the
opponents. Its utterance was accompanied by symbolic acts such as
changes in one's clothes. By the time from which most pre-Islamic poetry
dates, however, the magical aspects of hijli' had all but disappeared, and
Goldziher's views, based as they are on the cumulative evidence of
vestiges and remnants as well as on deduction and comparison with other
literatures, were challenged by Edouard (Bichr) Fares. He denied that
the imprecations in saj' from Omayyad times could be adduced, as
Goldziher had done, to demonstrate the original nature of hij·jj'. Not only
did saj' (elevated speech employing rhyme but unmetrical) and qarid
(metrical rhymed verse) differ in form, but in tone and content they were
radically dissimilar: the curse, as a typical charm, consists of formulas,
fixed and stereotyped; the incantations are often obscure, employing
archaic expressions . Hij'jj', on the other hand, is far more elastic; clad in
expressions that are simple and direct , addressed to people and not to
gods. It does not consist of charms and curses , but of invective , meant
to dishonour and humiliate the opponents. Ultimately, as Fares admits,
hij'jj' and curse have the same function : to bring the enemy down,
whether by true magic or by violent words whose effects can, indeed, be
called 'magical' . 13

The remarks by Fares, based on early hijjj' itself, are certainly perti­
nent. However, many arabists have adopted Goldziher's thesis, even
though it is admitted that it is somewhat too rigid ;I4 and modern views
on primitive poetry seem to support it: the curse, a form of charm , lies
behind invective, flyting and satire , it is said. IS I wonder if the two

11 ' Ueber die Vorgeschichte der Higa)-Poesie ' .
I ? On the function of the human head in matters of honour and shame, see Julian Pitt­

Rivers, ' Honour and Social Status ' , in Peristiani (ed .), Honour andShame, p. 25; and com­
pare that most contemptible character that appears in man y anecdotes in Arabic , the
$a.fan, ' he whose face (more literally, neck) is slapped often ' . See also below, p. 106. As
for the sense-development of qafiya one may compare two old European terms for ' poet':
' scop' and ' skald' , related to ' scoff and ' scold ' , respectively.

' 3 Fares, L 'honneur, pp. 214-18, EI' , Ergdnzungsband, s.v. Hidja" ,
14 Pellat , art. 'Hidjii)' in EP . Werner Diem (art. 'Spottgedichte' in Lexikon der

Islamischen Welt) follows Fares rather than Goldziher.
•3 See, e.g ., Welsh , Roots of Lyric, pp . 133-61, Kernan , The Cankered Muse, p. 16,

Elliott , The Power of Satire, pp . 15-18.
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monogenistic views cannot be reconciled by supposing that both strains,
the magical and the non-magical, may have been present in hiJii) almost
from the beginning. It is difficult to speculate on the origins of poetry,
not merely because of a lack of sources, but because it is difficult to
imagine a society without songs and poetry . One of the earliest references
to Arabic poetry is the remark by St Nilus on the songs sung at the
wells.!" These may have been magical incantations, of course . But if
there is any truth in the traditional Arab view that metrically disciplined
discourse, rajaz for instance , was brought about through budii (or bidii'),
camel-driving songs-and there are examples of other work-songs,
lullabies, etc.P-e-then it is easy to imagine mocking, jeering, insulting or
parodying songs being made without any magic function apart from the
'magic' of language, metre and rhyme. 'Charm' and 'song' are two
originally independent roots of the 'melopoeia' of lyric. 18

Some of the professional incantators and charmers must have
appropriated the technique of song for their own purposes ; at some stage
the functions of the shiicir, 'poet' specializing in metrical rhymed speech,
and the kiihin, 'diviner', must have diverged, the latter still using his
obscure saJc. From the existence of intermediate, transitional forms
between sa;" and rajas one cannot conclude that there was a straightfor­
ward chronological transition and that sa;" is the older of the two : it
merely points to the widening of the domain of metrically disciplined
speech. As the etymology of the word shiicir implies the 'poet' originally
dealt with the supernatural like the kdhin. By the time from which the
earliest known poetry dates the supernatural inspiration of the shii'ir is
hardly more than a convenient myth, to be compared to the role of the
Muses in European poetry. Even when it was believed that poetry was
supernaturally inspired, this does not mean that its effects were believed
to be magical. One may reasonably suppose that non-magical forms of
verse existed all alongside the magical types until the latter virtually died
out.

16 Von Grunebaum, Kritik und Dichtkunst, p. 17, GAL S I, p. 18.
17 See Mas'fidi, Muriij, v , 128 f., Qurashr,jamhara, pp. 34 f., Ibn Rashiq, 'Umda, ii,

314 f., Firtizabadi, Qtimiis s.v. DY(Y), Hartmann, Metrum und Rhythmus, pp. 12-16,
Goldziher, 'Ueber die Vorgeschichte', p. 95 n. 2, Jacob , Altarabisches Beduinenleben, v.
index, Bloch, Vers und Sprache, pp. 14 f., Blachere, Histoire, pp . 369 f., Ullmann, Unter­
suchungen, p. 23, EP, art. 'ghina", etc. On lullabies, see Goldziher, 'Altarabische
Wiegen- und Schlurnmerlieder", WZKM, 2 (1888) 164-67 (also in his GesammelteSchrifun,
ii, 322-25) and Wiebke Walther, 'AItarabische Kindertanzreime', in Studia Orientalia in
memoriam C. Brockelmann, Halle, 1968, pp. 217-33. Brockelmann (GAL S I, pp . 17-19)
rejects the rather one-sided theory of Karl Bucher (Arbeit und Rhythmus, Leipzig, 1896)
in favour of the equally one-sided views ofK. Th. Preuss (Die geistigeKultur derNaturudlker,
Leipzig-Berlin, 1914).

18 Welsh, Roots of Lyric, pp. 133 ff.
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Hijd? is a form of aggression. It is meant to be heard, or read , by the
addressee even when he is spoken about instead of spoken to. The victim
has a choice between ignoring it or reacting to it. This reaction may be
conciliatory: an apology, the redress of an injustice or a fault . But since
the main function of hij'ii' is to humiliate the reaction very often takes the
form of a reprisal, whether verbal-which may result in a series of hiJii'
poems-or physical. The choices to be made are to some extent deter­
mined by the circumstances and by conventions; often, however, they
seem, at least to us , completely unpredictable. In the animal world
aggression between members of the same species is often restrained and
formal , 'with gloved fist and blunted foils. Threat and bluff take the form
of deadly earnest' . 19 Verbal aggression is a restrained form of aggression;
hY'ii'is even more formal and restricted than ordinary abuse and threats,
by dint of the stricture of its metre and rhyme. It would be naive , how­
ever, to suppose that hijei' is therefore a means to channel aggression and
to prevent bloodshed. Even in the animal world it is not rare for for­
malized aggression to take a turn for the worse;20 and the history of hij'ii'
shows numerous instances where physical violence is sparked off rather
than curbed, and where reason and moderation are swept aside by rhyme
and metre. Like the flytings known from other cultures, hY'ii' often serves
as a preliminary to violence rather than a substitute. The formal charac­
teristics of hij'ii', as compared with abuse in ordinary prose, instead of
attenuating its effects only serve to strengthen its rhetorical intensity and
to increase its chances of survival. For although every hij'ii'-poem is an
occasional poem, it is meant to be remembered:

I warrant" to him with whom I contend that my words shall be so striking
that the night-traveller shall sing them as he fares along, and the
caravans be urged forward by them on their road;

Well remembered are they, cast forth with multitudes to bear them about:
their sound is gone forth in full sunshine into every land ;

They are repealed again and again , and only increase in brilliancy, when
the diligent lips of men test my verse by repetition.

And he whom I attack with a couplet , it sticks to him and is conspicuous
like a mole on his face-and there is nothing that can wash out a mole!"

Each hij'ii'-poem is embedded in its little bit of history . Its genesis is
provoked by words or actions preceding it, and it survives for a shorter

19 Richard Dawkins, The Selfish Gene, London etc . , 1978, p. 72, referring to Konrad
Lorenz, Dassogenannte Bose: zur Naturgeschichte der Aggression, Miinchen , 1974 (English ver­
sion: On Aggression, London, 1966).

20 Edward O. Wilson , Sociobiology: theabridged edition, Cambridge, Mass., 1980, p. 121,
against Lorenz and others.

2. From a poem by Muzarrid (middle of 7th century), Mufa#aliyyiit, no. 17, vss. 58­
61, translation by Lyall . Note the reference to camel-driving songs.
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or a longer time, usually engendering new words or actions. But this
aftermath is of two kinds, at least in the case of all hUii) known to us. By
the time the victim has passed away, together with his nearest kin as well
as the poet himself, the verses may still be 'repeated again and again' by
the diligent lips , and pens, of historians, philologists and lovers of
poetry-people that Muzarrid did not have in mind.

The two forms of after-life overlap to a certain extent: party-strife was
one of the motives for collecting or quoting hUii); yet the distinction
between the early, predominantly ' functional ' stage and the ensuing
' literary ' stage is an important one; a distinction not always clearly
understood by the numerous participants on the discussion of hijii). - In
using this distinction I do not want to imply, of course, that literature is
not functional: by 'literary' I mean the dominance of the 'poetic' func­
tion over the emotive , conative and referential functions in the well­
known Jakobsonian schema.

3 . Collection and reception

Much hiJii) was collected, no doubt , not especially on account of its
being invective, but because during a period in early Islamic times there
raged a collection-mania resulting in the fixation of tribal and personal
diuuins . But in this early period more selective collections were compiled
too. Not surprisingly, ' functional ' motives prevail over 'literary' ones .
Ikhtiyiir al-rajul q~t'a min 'aqlih, in selecting one gives ' a piece of one 's
mind ', as the saying goes .

'Vmar, the second caliph, may have been the first to instigate a written
collection of hiJii); paradoxically, since his moral strictness and aversion
to lampoons are well-attested.P He is reported to have said:

I had forbidden you to mention anything of what happened between
Muslims and polytheists , in order to ward off mutual grudges and the
spreading of infamy amongs you . However, since they are obstinate, write
it down and preserve it.

Then they collected it and wrote it down (dawwanii) as the story goes. 23

It is confirmed by a certain Khallad Ibn Muhammad, probably one of

22 Bonebakker, ' Religious Prejudice' , pp . 81 f. , 86, and see below , pp . 24-7.
23 Aghiinf, iv, 141. The chain of transmitters may not be wholly sound, cr. the editors '

note p. 140. See also GAS, ii , 15 and 37. Bonebakker, ' Religious Prejudice' , p. 82 , inter­
pretsfa-amma idhabauifa-ktubiihu wa-htaji#i bih as a conditional sent ence and paraphrases:
'i f people refuse to follow his advice , they should rather write down this poetry to save
it from oblivion (without reciting it in public)' . But idh usually refers to the past; the sub­
ject of abaw (3rd person) cannot be the same as those to whom the imperatives are
addressed ; and ihtaf a?a bi-, I think , does not necessaril y impl y ' keeping it to oneself,
without making it publi c.
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the transmitters of the story, who attests that he has seen the collection,
which was copied anew whenever the text was about to decay.v' The
story may be suspect.P but it is not wholly implausible, and the existence
of an early collection of poems by the Ansar from Medina is mentioned
elsewhere. 26

Whatever its truth, it is in any case unlikely that early collections of
hy'ii)consisted exclusively of poetry. In order to function properly , a hi,jii)­
poem ought to be known together with the story of which it forms part.
The point of the story and the poetry belonging to it is the knowledge of
the vices and shortcomings of a particular group of people. Early collec­
tions of such poetry are usually not called kitiibal-hy(jm but , for instance,
kitiib al-mathdlib.

The first person to compose a book on mathiilib ('occasions for blame') was
Ziyad Ibn Abih. He did th is when he and his ancestry were slandered .s"
handed it to his sons and said, 'Make use of this against the 'Arab, then
they will stop' .29

Ziyad (d . 53/673) , the adopted son of Mu'iawiya, was a formidable
statesman born with a handicap , as his patronymic ('the son of his
father') implies. His motive in compiling this work was not philological;
but about the same period a more disinterested and scholarly type of col­
lector appears too . So close is the relationship between tribal politics and
knowledge of tribal history and genealogies that it is difficult to speak of
disinterested scholarship. 'AqIl Ibn Abi Talib (d. ca. 50/670) , brother of
the fourth caliph , 'Ali, had a wide knowledge of poetry, genealogy and
especially of the mathiilib of his tribe , Quraysh, which he never failed to
relate. 'People fell out with him and spread it about that he was
stupid '30-perhaps an indication that his study of mathiilib was not

24 Aghdni, Icc. cit.
25 See Blachere , Histoire, p. 309.
26 GAS, i, 367 , ii, 23, 27, referring to Aghdni, vi, 87 .
27 There are at least thirteen book s with this titl e, see GAS, ix, index ; they deal with

orthography, another meaning of the word hijii'. The connection with the other sense is
not wholly clear, but it seems probable that it is of the same nature as the link between
'(magic) spell' and ' spelling' in English . On the et ym ology of hijii', see Goldziher, ' Ueber
die Vorgeschichte ', p. 27 and EP S.v. ' hidja? (in addition to what is ment ioned there,
I wonder if there may also be a connection with in terjections such as hajii, haj haj! used
to drive dogs away (Wright , Grammar, i, 295» . Brau ('Die aile Einteilung', p. 13)
mistook the kutub al-hijd? for collections of hijii'-poetry; he happened to be right in just
one case: Kitiib al-hijd? by al-Mufajjai mentioned in Ibn al-Nadim (Fihrist , p. 83) is in fact
not a book , but a cha pter (~add) of his thematically a rranged book on poetry , Turjumiin
al-shi'r, cf. Yaqut , MuCjam al-udabiit, xvii, 194.

28 Read tu'i na for zufira.
29 Ibn al-Nadim , Fihrist, p . 89, cr. Ibn Qutayba, 'Arab, p . 346 , Ibn Khallikiin , Wafayiit ,

vi, 364.
'0 Jii!) i ~, Bayiin, ii, 324 .
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invariably in the interest of his group. At the same time he was one of
those sought as an arbiter in cases of verbal contests (muniifariit).31

It is not at all strange that historians and genealogists should be
attracted to the study of human vices and failings rather than virtues.
Daghfal Ibn Hanzala (d . 65/685), a famous genealogist, 'was most
knowledgeable as regards the genealogies of the Arabs, from their
fathers ' and mothers ' sides, and their mathdlib: most diligently examining
and studying their shortcomings and occasions for blame' .32 Rulers who
had to maintain the precarious equilibrium between the rival tribal fac­
tions could benefit from such knowledge . Hisham (d. 125/743), the tenth
Omayyad caliph , ordered al-Nadr Ibn Shumayl and Khalid Ibn Salama
to write a book ' on the bad points and the good points of the Arabs
(mathiiiib al-Sarab toa-mandqibihiii ' .33

These were the beginnings. They were followed by a host of
monographs on mathdlib , or on poetical contests (muniifariit, mundqaddt,
mushiighabiit, mundqaldt, musiijaldt , mushiighariit, mukhdyaldt, mufiikhariit and
tahifJi are some of the terms employed) usually combining invective with
self-praise; compilations dating from the second half of the 8th century
onwards.P" Prominent among the compilers were Hisham Ibn al-Kalbl
(d. 204/819) , al-Haytham Ibn CAdI (d. ca. 206/821), Abu CUbayda (d.
210/825) and al-Mada''ini (d. ca. 235/850), each of whom produced
several treatises of this type. Not unexpectedly, their prying into such
delicate matters as genealogies and reputations was resented and they
were frequently criticized. Ibn al-Kalbi was considered , by some, to be
an unreliable authority;" al-Haytham Ibn CAdI 'is blamed for an
improper curiosity '>? and is often called a liar;37 Abu CUbayda 'was most
eager to know about the causes for abusing people (mashiitim ai-nils ) and
fond of the mathiiiib al-Sarab '38 and is generally accused of anti-Arab sym­
pathies. 'I would rather not mention his own parentage ' , adds Ibn
Qutayba, referring no doubt to his possible Jewish origin.

None of these old books on mathiilib have been preserved intact; but ,
together with other collections of early poetry , they were used extensively
by authors of anthologies, biographies and works of literary criticism . In
the course of centuries a large corpus of invective poetry was built up in

3 1 Loc. cit. , note , £P s.v . cA~i1 B. Abi T alib.
32 Husri, Zahr, p. 955.
33 Bakri, Simi , p. 808, cr. GAS, i, 262.
3+ See GAS, ii , 60-63.
3S Yaqur , Mu'jam al-udabii", xix, 287.
36 £P s.v , al-Haytham B. CAdi.
37 Yaqiit , Mu'jam al-udabii", xix, 304, Jabi~ , Bayiin, i, 56, 335, iii , 367, together with

Ibn al-Kalbi.
38 Ibn Qutayb a , 'Arab, p. 346.
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spite of the prejudices against the genre , and with it a quantity of
criticism, overt or implied . In studying the history of this criticism one
cannot confine oneself to the literary works or treatises on poetics and
stylistics. Obviously of great importance is the reception , in its broadest
sense, of hija'; and that means culling one's material from works of
history, biography, religion and philosophy (in particular religious or
philosophical ethics), law and its application, lexicography-in short ,
most of 'Arabic literature ' , except the sciences. While it is dearly impos­
sible to do this thoroughly , I have at least tried not to neglect important
non-literary sources.

'Reception ' is a convenient word standing here for every kind of reac­
tion or opinion , whether overt or implicit , on hija'-poetry, on individual
poems as well as the genres embodying hija'; opinions uttered or implied
by those not directly involved themselves, be they secular or religious
authorities or literary critics . It includes the mere quotation of poems in
anthologies, or their expurgation (rejection is a form of 'bad ' reception).
By extension, the term stands for opinions on the concept of hija'
expressed by some literary theoreticians and others who are guided by
the ir own aesthetic or moral ideals, while ignoring certain aspects of
existing hya"poetry; for ignoring, too, is a reception of sorts. Evidently
one should not exclude the prime recipients: the victims of hija', being
at the receiving end. However, a thorough study of this aspect,
interesting though it would be, would mean that one would get entangled
in the history of the naqa'ir;l and the numerous other altercations and
embroilments in the lives of the poets. The immediate effects of hya' have
been described in many studies. To repeat this is not the aim of this
study, the main purpose of which is to investigate the more distant and
abstracted reception described before . Yet the reactions of victims will
often be taken into account , as will be the opinions of the poets
themselves, who voice their ideas on hya' frequently in and outside their
hi .. , 39lJa .

Critical opinions and reaction on hya' are determined to some extent
by one's interpretation of the term hija'. It is an old word which has been
variously understood. A number of critics take it in its broadest sense ,
as the opposite of madh, ' praise ' ; thus it includes mild criticism, reproach
and various other edifying modes. In this study I shall concentrate on a

39 It is likely that many of the anecdotes adduced in the following are partly or wholly
unauthentic : they ma y have been fabricated on the basis of an existing piece of poetry;
and even the poetry itself might be spurious. In order not to appear too gullible I have
inserted the odd 'it is reported' or such reservation . Wh ere I have omitted this , not wan ­
ting to be tedi ous, it should not be concluded that I believ e the reports to be incontroverti ­
bly true .
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narrower interpretation of hija) as invective, a type whereby one intends
to humiliate, ridicule and insult rather than reform. Other types will be
considered whenever a theoretician or critic is discussed who adheres to
the broader interpretation; whereas true invective will be considered
even when it is not explicitly designated as hija) or a related noun or ver­
bal form.

The distinction is not as clear-cut as it seems; not only because there
are borderline cases and some poems contain a mixture of both types, but
especially because what is insulting is culturally determined: it may differ
from society to society, from class to class, and even from person to per­
son. It is an insult to accuse a Muslim of eating pork, but if the addressee
is a Christian he may not find it insulting even if it is meant to be .
Homosexuality is an extremely common topic of hija) since Abbasid
times; but in some contexts being the active partner is a reason for
boastful poetry. Frequently people are hurt, or pretend to be hurt, more
by edifying reproach than by scurrilous epigrams. Obscenities and
insults are very often exchanged between friends by way ofjesting. There
are several instances of a person being delighted with being attacked by
a famous poet, since it means that he is someone.

The reception of classical hija) still goes on. Since the introduction of
printing, the growth of literacy, the development of schools and univer­
sities, and the proliferation of critical studies of poetry by Arabs and
arabists, classical hija) has entered a new phase. Here I shall only inciden­
tally refer to modern public or scholarly opinions and prejudices.
Understandably, it is virtually impossible to remain wholly detached
when writing on the subject of hija); we cannot blame those students of
hija) who dislike part of what they study. Regrettably, this often leads to
the ignoring or suppression of important material. The editions pub­
lished by Dar Sadir in Beirut, for instance, are interesting for the history
of the reception of hija), but they cannot be used for the study of hija) itself
because of the frequent unacknowledged purgations of lines deemed
unsuitable for the public: immoral, indecent, improper.

These three words are crucial, but difficult to define. 'There are grada­
tions in conduct; there is morality,-decency,-propriety', said Samuel
Johnson, speaking on the subject of how a bishop should behave.t? One
could try to distinguish their domains: in English, morality is concerned
with what is good or bad, 'decency' with what is honourable or shameful,
' propriety ' with what is acceptable or unacceptable in a given situation.
But they overlap to such an extent as to become indistinguishable at
times. 'Decent' may refer to matters of morality as well as decorum;

.0 James Boswell, The Life of Samuel Johnson, Oxford , 1979, p . 1123 .
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ethics and etiquette merge. The problems of Arabic usage in this respect
are no less intricate, especially since in a culture dominated more by
' shame ' than by ' gu ilt ' the categories tend to coincide. As for hija',
attitudes of approval and disapproval are complicated by the presence of
yet another criterion: the aesthetic or ' poetic' value. In principle it
operates wholly irrespectively of the other criteria, as some critics take
pains to state explicitly . In practice, however, pragmatics , ethics and
aesthetics are inextricably linked and mutually dependent.



CHAPTER TWO

THE COMING OF ISLAM: BEFORE AND AFTER

1. Two kinds of ethos

Not surprisingly, hijd? is one of the main targets of what may be called
' religious prejudice' against poetry and poets, as is shown by Bonebakker
in his short but fundamental study" But the term 'religious prejudice'
is perhaps somewhat misleading. Although in Islamic times almost any
opinion, especially those touching on the subject of ethics and behaviour,
could and should be supported by arguments derived from principles and
traditions recognized as essential to the religion of Islam, this does not
make the opinion, or prejudice, a religious one for us.

But Islam did bring something new that influenced opinions on hija).
Islam was an attempt, not wholly successful, to replace the traditional
anthropocentric ethos based on honour and shame with a new ethos that
was theocentric and based on guilt, just as had happened when Christian
ideals we-resuperimposed on, for instance, the old Germanic ideals ." The
terms 'shame' and 'guilt' are rather ambiguous and may be misleading.
To us, shame often implies a feeling of guilt and remorse, which is lack­
ing in a true 'shame culture";" perhaps 'dishonour' would be a better
term. 'Guilt', in the religious sense, implies remorse and self-reproach,
but to new converts it could at first only mean 'liability to punishment' .4

The old ethos did not die; not in Christianity, where a hybrid ethos of
some sort prevailed," and even less so in Arabo-Islamic culture, which is
described as still basically a 'shame culture '.

Arabic poetry, being dominated by panegyric, dispraise and descrip­
tion rather than by storytelling, moralizing and preaching, has always
been the chief instrument of distributing honour and dishonour and was

I 'Religious Prejudice', esp . pp. 80-82 , 84-89 , 93.
2 See George Fenwick Jones, Honor in German Literature. Jones suggests (p. 2) that 'the

Teutons were in many ways closer to the Kwakiutl Indians than to their own present-day
descendants ', referring to Ruth Benedict's well-known Pal/ems of Cultur e (e.g. 'The object
of all Kwakiutl enterprise was to show oneself superior 10 one's rivals. It found expression
in uncensored self-glorification and ridicule of all comers ' , Patterns of Culture , p. 175, cf.
pp . 177, 198). There are many similarities between the ethos of Kwakiutl, Teutons and
pre-Islamic bedouins.

3 Jones , Honor , p. 32 .
• Jones, Honor, pp . 38 f.
5 Jones, Honor, p. 38 and passim.
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not essentially altered in this respect by the coming of Islam. Sin and
shame might be equated at times, whether unconsciously by the pious or
consciously by the dissembling, yet in Islamic times they differed con­
siderably. 'Avenging an insult was sinful but honorable, whereas forgiv­
ing an insult was godly but shameful ', asJones said speaking of medieval
Europe;" although meekness was not so strongly emphasized in Islam as
it was in Christianity, the same discrepancy can be found in Islam .

It is clear that a culture wholly dominated by 'guilt' does not exist: in
classifying cultures there is always the risk of undue and misleading
simplification. A ' gu ilt culture' cannot exist without 'shame', and, vice
versa, a pure 'shame culture' is an abstraction, too. If Islam advocated
a 'new' ethos this does not mean that it was completely unknown among
the pre-Islamic Arabs. Whether or not under the influence of Christian
ideas, concepts of guilt, sin, meekness and the virtue of forgiving can be
found, be it sporadically . ,The motives of those who objected to hija), or
regretted their own hija), or refrained from answering or punishing hija)
by others, are often not clear. They may have been based on feelings of
' guilt ' and related affects , in which case they might be called with some
justification 'religious' motives; but the same opinions could often
equally well be interpreted as based on ' shame ' , both before and after the
coming of Islam.

Among the many lost works of al-Mada/ini was a treatise entitled On
Those Who Regretted their Madfb and Those Who Regretted their Hija),7 which
surely included pre-Islamic poets. The verb in the title, nadima, could be
translated as 'repented of, but this is perhaps too much laden with
'guilt '; it is not synonymous with , for instance, tdba. Interestingly, al­
Marzubani (d . 384/993) distinguished between pre-Islamic and Islamic
motives in the last chapter of his al-Mufid (also lost) , which was devoted
to 'Those who refrained from making poetry in the J ahiliyya on grounds
of pride, and in Islam on grounds of religion; who refrained from
panegyric out of disdain, and from hiJa) out of high-rnindedness"."
Apparently the author was of the opinion that Islam made all the dif­
ference; however, I believe that before and during Islamic times many
existing prejudices against poetry, and hija) in particular, derive from
identical motives, most of them inspired by feeling of pride, disdain,
dignity, decency-in short, the motives of a shame culture. After the
coming of Islam the surviving prejudices were dubbed religious since
everything fitting in with Islam was appropriated as Islamic.

6 Jones , Honor, p. 118.
7 Ibn al-Nadim, Fihrist, p. 104.
8 Ibn al-Nadirn , Fihrist, p. 132.
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In a story concerning the poet ' Abd Allah Ibn al-Ziba-ra, to whom was
attributed an epigram" on the leading clan of Quraysh in Mecca, not long
before the coming of Islam, Ibn Sallarn tells us that 'among the things
disliked by Quraysh, and punished by them, was making hila) between
them'v'? One should perhaps not conclude, on the basis of this passage,
that the poets of Mecca ' did not indulge in the composition of satires
against one another and poetry was not a destabilizing influence in that
city' or that 'such a genre as hija) . .. was far from popular in Mecca'. 11

Rather, the story shows thai in leading circles hy'a) was condemned as
endangering solidarity, just as it would be by leading groups in any
society, whether sedentary or nomadic, because of it destabilizing effect.
If little hiJa), and, for that matter, comparatively little poetry in general
was produced in Mecca and other towns such as al-Ta)if, then this was
because the town population was not as martial as the bedouins and less
frequently involved in conflicts and fighting: for 'poetry thrives by wars
between tribes', as Ibn Sallam explains.P Medina, torn between rival
factions, produced more poetry than other towns.

The prescribed punishment, according to Ibn Sallam, was cutting off
the tongue of the culprit (Ibn al-Ziba'ira escaped this fate, even though
his own clan did not protect him), a punishment combining institu­
tionalized revenge with deterrence, and harsh enough to show that some­
thing other than disinterested ethical feelings was involved. In pre­
Islamic times there was little opportunity to view hiJa) from a distance .
It is not so easy to prove that non-religious ethical feelings , subsumed
under the principle of ciTt/. ('honour' , ' reputation ' ), had a restraining
influence on hiJa) in pre-Islamic times. Later Muslim critics can be
expected to have interpreted such attitudes in religious terms, associating
chastity and moderation in speech with religiousness. Ibn Sallam says
that ' there were some poets who were godly, in their Ignorance (yata)allah
fi Jahiliyyatih) , who were chaste in their poetry , not ostentatious with
indecencies or derision (wala yatahakkam) in hiJa)',13 Of the pre-Islamic
poet Zuhayr Ibn Abi Sulma it is said!" that he had made hijd?on a clan
after someone had complained to him about them ('At the time the Arabs
were much afraid of poets ' , the transmitter adds) . Afterwards, Zuhayr
is reputed to have said: ' Never did I go out on a dark night without fear-

9 Translated in CHAL , i, 75.
10 Ibn Sallarn, Tabaqdt , p. 197.
II Irfan Shahid, 'Another Contribution to Koranic Exegesis ' , pp . 7 f.
12 Ibn SaJliim, Tabaqdt , p. 217; cf. the version by cAli Ibn Mahdi al-Kisrawi in al­

Marziiqi's commentary on the Mufa{ir/.aliyyat, quoted in Kosegarten , The Hudsailian Poems,
i, v-vi.

13 Ibn Salliim, Tabaqdt , p. 34, Marzubiini, Muiuashshah, p. 179.
t+ Aghdni, x, 310 .
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ing that God would punish me for my hijii? on people whom I have
wronged'. It sounds suspiciously similar to the death-bed words ascribed
to the Islamic poet al-Kumayt Ibn Zayd (d . 126/743 or 127/744):

My son, I wish I had not made hij'ii) on the women of Banu Kalb .. . By God ,
never did I go out at night without being afraid that I would be hit by the
stars of the sky, because of it. 15

Zuhayr's poem in questiorr'" contains the passage beginning with the
oft-quoted line:

I do not know (and it seems to me that I shall know ) whether the Al Hisn
are men or women.

Critics admire this passage, says Ibn Rashiq, because it is both scathing
and chaste."? Zuhayr had a reputation of being, with al-Aisha, Tarafa
and al-Nabigha, among the most powerful poets of P!~::I~!amic.hij~),18 as
well as being the poet most alooffrom 'folly ' (sukhj, often a near-synonym
oi fuhsh, 'obscenity'). 19 Ibn al-Mu'itazz mentions this opinions" and asks:
what then should we say of these lines by Zuhayr (said after being robbed
of some camels together with their camel-herd) :

But for his Casb21 you would return him. The worst of borrowings is a bor­
rowed prick.s?

When your womenfolk run over to him, it grows erect like a rope twisted
tight. 23

- This is sukhf, says Ibn al- Mu'itazz. Apparently , it worked ; according
to one version of the story , camels and camel-herd were returned after
this invective poem . In another version they are returned aft er an earlier
poem which merely threatens with hiJii);24 such threats may be as effective
as invective itself or even more so.

Another substitute for hiJii) is fakh r, tribal boast , without reviling.
Rabl''a Ibn Maqnim said , in Lyall 's translation,

IS Aghiini, xvii , 40.
16 Ahlwardt , The Divans, pp . 75-78 .
17 Ibn Rashiq , 'Umda, ii, 171.
18 ja!Ji:?: , Bayiin, iv, 83, quoting Abu CUbayda ; the Proph et is reported to have said,

upon seeing him in his old age, 'God prot ect me aga inst his shay-tan!' (Aghanf, x, 291).
19 Ibn Sallarn, Tabaqdt , p. 53, Aghiini, x, 315.
20 Quoted in Marzubani, Muuiashshah , pp . 59 f.
2 . Variously explained as the mating , or the semen , of a stallion ; EI Taiyib (CHAL ,

i, 79) translates ' phallus' .
22 Ayr; in other versions: 'nsb.
23 The second line has been added from other sources (see Ahlwardt , The Divans, p.

83, Ibn Qutayba, Shi'r, p. 351, Aghiinf, x, 308, Baghdadi, Khizdna, v , 456-58, etc.) .
14 Aghiinf, x, 307-309.
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It is not to cast shame upon Tamim that I count up
the great deeds of my people, or to blame them at all ,

But I am calling to mind only the benefits we confe rred on them,
both those of late date and those of long ago .25

In other poems, however, he boasts of his effective hijii'.26 cAbda Ibn al­
Tabib (who died a Muslim after 20/641) is said ' to have looked down on
hi,jii', cons idering it unworthy, and considering abstention from it vir­
tuous and honourable. '27 But Khalid Ibn Safwan , who assures us of this
(he died a century after CAbda), is defending the poet from the accusation
that he was unable to make good hi,jii'; in the ' testamen t to his sons'2 8 it
appears that , like RabI'a Ibn Maqriim, cAbda boasts of the contests of
satire held with opponents, although he condemns hatred among one's
one group.s?

As a general rule, pre-Islamic ethics demands the tit-for-tat principle;
insults must be-answered with .hya? or worse.. Some do in fact prefer deeds
to words:

Say to Zuhayr: even though you insult our leaders, we do not insult him
who exposes himself to insults.

But we reject wrongs and take up our cutting swords
that cut with two sharp edges.

Our hands are brutal (tajhal), our views gentle (or : 'discerning' , ya~lum) ;

we insult by deeds , not by talking.P?

Yet some can afford to ignore insults altogether, without impairing their
honour. This is part of the virtue called hilm (real hilm, not that of
Maibad Ibn CAlqama), which is reserved for prominent and generally
respected leaders only. Ignoring insults can be very insulting in itself, for
it implies superiority;" a motif that is very common in hya' (the dis­
ingenuous type of 'I will not make hijii' on you, since you are too
insignificant') .nnut.true hilm of a magnanimous person does not exploit
this motif as a form of insult. Al-Marrar Ibn Sa-d (d. towards the end

2' Mufarj.r/o.liyyiit , no . 38 vss . 38-39.
26 Mufarj.r/o.liyyiit, no . 39 vss. 11-13; cf. no. 113 vs. 5.
27 Aghiinf, xxi, 26 ; cf. Yaqut , Mu'jam al-udabii", xi, 27.
28 Mufa(1r/o.liyyiit, no . 27.
29 vss. 4, 20 ff.
30 By Ma'bad Ibn 'Alqama, see Hamdsat Ab f Tammiim, p. 310 f., Bakri, Tanbih, p. 45,

Nahshali, Mumti" , p. 215 (where the name of the poet appears as Mu'iidh Ibn 'Alqama).
The second line is attributed to Iyas Ibn Qatada in Ibn Qutayba, 'Uyun, i, 286, ii, 178.
Cf. Goldziher, Muhammedanische Studien , i , 224 .

3 1 'A superior can ignore the affront of an inferior, since his honour is not committed
by it (. .. ) A man is answerable in his honour onl y to his social equals' a. Pitt-Rivers,
' Honou r and Social Status', in Peristiani (ed.) , Honour and Shame, p. 31).

32 See also below, p. 61.
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of the Omayyad period) , a poet of a somewhat difficult character. v'
nevertheless said,

If you want to rule a tribe one day ,
then rule with hilm and not with rashness and abuse.>'

Although its most famous representatives, al-Ahnaf Ibn Qays and
Mu'iawiya, lived in the early Islamic period, bilm was a pre-Islamic virtue
that lived on and was incorporated in Islamic ethics. The pre-Islamic
poet al-Muthaqqib said , in Lyall's translation,

Thou shalt not see me in an assembly greedily devouring the flesh of men
like a ravening beast of prey. ..

Many the evil speech to which my ear has been deaf; and yet there is in
me no hardness of hearing;

And I bear it patiently, for fear lest the fool should think that I am really
as he said.

And in sooth some turning away of the face and ignoring of the evilspeaker
is the safest thing, even though he be a wrong-doer.i"

It is confusing. indeed to those whoexpect to find in early poetry a clear­
cut and consistent body of ethics: 'How strange are these Arabs', said a
tenth-century vizier, 'Now they call for hilm, patience and suppressing
one's anger, now they exhort one another to appeal for justice and to take
vengeance. '36 Sakhr Ibn cAmr, al-Khansa/ts brother, when urged to
make hiJii J on the murderers of his brother, said,

She says, Why don 't you make hiJii' on Hashim ' s horsemen ?
- And why should I make hiJii' on them , why then?

I cannot revile them now that they have struck me in wha t was dear to me ;
because uttering foul speech (khanii) is not on e of m y characteristics.

' T here is something more important between them and me than reviling
(qadha c)' , he is reported to have said (or: ' someth ing more offensive
(aqdha') than hijii") , adding, 'Were it not that I refrain from hiJii) on them
only in order to protect myself from foul speech , I would do it' .37

Not all hiJii) is 'foul speech'. According to Ibn Rashlq, al-Nabigha al­
Dhubyani disliked the hy'ii) that his tribe had made on their opponent
cAmir Ibn al-Tufayl: 'You have made obscenities (aftashtum) , but this

33 Aghani, x, 318 , 322 .
H /:lamiisat Abi Tammtim , p. 499, al-Hamdsa ai-Basriyya , i i, 29, Harndunl, Tadhkira, ii,

121.
3 ~ Mufa¢¢aliyytit, no . 77, vss. 6, 8-10 . 'To eat the flesh of men ' is a figurative expression

for defaming them in their absenc e: as we say ' to backbite ' (Lyall's no te). See also no .
40 vs. 73, no . 117 vs , 2 and compare Koran , xlix, 12.

36 Tawhidi, Imtd'', iii , 98 .
37 There are several versions; cf. Mubarrad, Kiimil , pp . 108, 744, Aghiini, xv, 99 , Ibn

' Abd Rabbih , 'Iqd, v , 165, Nah shal i , Mumti", p. 219 , Hamasat A bi Tammdm, p. 489 etc.
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man is a nobleman to whom such things should not be said.' Then he
begins his own poem:

cAmir has spoken rudely (jahlan): the riding animal of
rude ignorance is insult (or: 'youth ').38

Instead of abusing cAmir, al-Nabigha admonishes him :

Be like your father, or like Abu Barii' :39
true judgement and rightness may yet reach you.

May your gentle discernment (~ilm) not be swept awa y by floods"? of
haughtiness without outlet ,

For you will have Mlm or you will stop, when you are
grey-haired, or when the crow has become grey (i.e. never);"

Although this sounds like Citab. reproach, rather than hija', its effect on
cAmir was all the stronger for it: 'No one has made hija' on me until al­
Nabigha did! My people have made me a leader, al-Nabigha made me
an ignorant stupid brute and mocked me . '42 No coarse hija' by al­
Nabigha is known; one such line, on ai-Nu-man Ibn al-Mundhir ('A
king who plays with his mother and his servants; with weak joints; whose
prick is like a mascara-stick 'j'" was, it seems, made in his name by one
of his rivals. If al-Nabigha 's remarks are authentic, he condemned
obscenity only when addressing important people . cAmr Ibn Kulthum
had no such scruples when he made hijii' on the same king and his
mother.r' but on his death-bed he is said to have told his sons:

I have never reviled anoyne unless I had been reviled for a similar thing;
if justly, then justly; if falsely, then falsely. Whoe ver insults is insulted. So
refrain from abuse; that is safer (aslam) for you.4~

Consistency should not be expected from poets, who, as the Koran says
of them, 'say what they do not do ' , and vice versa. Suwayd Ibn AbI Kahil
proudly describes how he defeated his adversary in a contest of hija' ( 'At

38 fa -inna matiyyata 'l-jahli 'l-sibdbii: all other sources, including the Diuuin, have
-shabiibii, ' you th ', which is to be pr eferred . See e .g. Abu Nuwas (Dzwiin , ed . Ghazali, p.
42): kiina 'l-shabdbu matiyyata 'l-jahli. For matiyyata one often finds mtl,:innata (cf. Ahlwardt,
Divans, p. 5, Ibn Qutayba, Shi'r, pp. 820 f.).

39 Perhaps cAmir Ibn Malik "Muliicib al-asinna" is meant.
40 Reading tiimiyiit, as in the Diuidn; Ibn Rashiq has .tii' ishiit ' frivolities ' .
41 On this idiom, see e.g. Jiil)i~, /fayawiin, iii, 427.
42 Ibn Rashiq, cUmda , ii , 171 f. ; Ahlwardt , The Divans, pp. 5, 209 . On the last line ,

see Mu rtada, Ghurar, i, 55, cAskari, $iniiCatayn , p. 370 , Ibn Abi ' l-Isba", Tahrir, p. 607 ,
Ibn Hijja, Khiziina , p . 143, Mehren , Rhetorik, p. 128.

U Aghiinz, xi , 13, Ibn Qutayba , Shi'r , p. 165, Ahlwardt , Divans, p. 197. Of the severaJ
meanings of mirwad (including ' bit ' held in a horse 's mouth, ' axle ' and ' tent-peg' ) the
one chosen seems to be the most likely here.

.. Aghiinz, xi, 58 f.
45 Aghiinz, xi, 59.
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last he turned and fled, unable to guard his buttocks from my blows')
even without having called forth his familiar spirit; 'disdaining him that
pours forth shameful speech (qadha') in the sight of men ' . 46 But 'shameful
speech' by Suwayd can be found in other poems.t? cAbd Qays Ibn
Khufaf', a pre-Islamic poet, admonishes his son:

Let alone biting speech whether to friends or to others , lest they look upon
thee as one of the vile-natured, to be shunned by men;

but five lines further on in the same poem he says, .

When there reach thee from the enemy biting words, give him the like
in return, and say not-'I did it not!'48

2. Mohammed and the Koran

Most of these anecdotes, if authentic, date from before the coming of
Islam. They show that hijd? and foul speech were condemned by at least
some, under certain circumstances . Many more similar opinions can be
found in early Islamic times, and considering that a very large proportion
of early Islamic poetry was not at all or only superficially influenced by
the ethical demands of the new religion, one can be certain that in many
cases hijii) was condemned still on the basis of the old ethics. However,
among poets and those who cared about poetry those who disapproved
of hija) were a minority , both before and after the coming of Islam. The
genres in which hjiii) plays a part..seem n.o..t .to .h ave suffered too much
Irnmreligious, strictures. If battles and skirmishes between tribal groups
became less common, and with them the hiJii) produced before, during
and after such events, the poets found new outlets for their invective
abilities.

Those poets who are said to have refrained from making hija) are
greatly outnumbered by those called haJJii) 'making much hij'ii)' , khabitli
al-lisiin, 'with an ugly tongue', etc. It is only in Islamic times that we find
many poets specializing in foul-mouthed hija), or great poets who owe to
it a substantial part of. their reputation, such as Jarir and his two great
contemporaries al-Farazdaq and al-Akhtal in the Omayyad period, or
Bashshar and Ibn al-Rfimi in Abbasid times. This is understandable :

46 Mufa¢<ialiyyat, no . 40, vss . 98, 105, Lyall's translation .
47 Aghdni, xiii, lOS, 107.
48 Mufaf/.r/.aliyyat, no . 116, vss. 6 and 10, as translated by Lyall. In another poem he

associates hija' with youthful folly ('I have become sober.. . No more am 1 ready in the
strife of reviling. .. '), yet he boasts of his former physical and verbal prowess (' 1 wielded ,
to counter the chances of Fortune, an honour unblemished, a far-flashing sword , / And
the stroke of a keen tongue as sharp as a spear-point", Mufat#aliyyat, no . 117, vss. 1-2,
4-5, Lyall's translation).
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whereas the pre-Islamic poet usually was the spokesman of his tribe who
conformed to its norms and values , the Islamic community had several
channels for the interpretation and expression of its ideology. Religious
scholars, teachers and preachers concerned themse1ves with ethics and
beliefs. Poetry could be useful in internal politics, it is true , but religious
ideology played a part there only inasmuch as these politics were
inseparable from religious aspects.. Where Islam as a religion and poetry
go hand in hand, no great hy'ii' can be expected (that is why al-Asma'T
said that ' poetry goes soft when it is introduced to the Good ')49, and only
rarely great poetry at all, at least in early Islamic times .50

The case of Hassan Ibn Thabit and those other poets who satirized
Mohammad's opponents with his support, provided a strong argument
against possible religious objections to hY·ii'. The well-known qualified
condemnation of the poets in the Koran'" is connected with these events.

'W hatever its subsequent interpretations, 52 the passage does not condemn
poetry as such, not even hy"ii', but only poets opposing Islam and the
Prophet. At the occupation of Mecca in 8/630 Mohammed ordered the
killing of three singing girls 'who used to sing satirical songs' about
him'.53 There is some confusion as to their names (Sara, Fartana, or
Qurayna, or Arnaba, or Arnab, and Qariba, or Qurayba) and as to who
was killed or pardoned; but two were indeed killed , it seems.

They were not the only ones; on other occasions Mohammed only had
to say' 'Who will deal with this rascal for me?', or 'Who will rid me of
Marwans daughter?' , invitations that meant the end of Abu cAfak and
cA~ma' Bint Marwan. >' Similarly , Ka'b Ibn al-Ashraf was killed for his
hy"ii'.55 When satirized by Quraysh , and unwilling or not yet powerful

'9 He was comparing the poetry of Hassan Ibn Thabit before and a fter his conversion ;
see Ibn Qutayba, Shi'r, p. 305, Marzubani, Mutuashshah , pp. 85, 90 , Murtada , Ghurar,
i , 269; cr. Tha'ialibi, Khds; al-khii$$ (Cairo , 1326) p. 80 , (Beirut, 1966) p. 102, on the bad
effect of exchanging Hassan"s shay.tiin for the angel Gabriel; and see below pp . 4-2 f.

'0 The Kh arij ite poets have been mentioned as except ions (see for instance Gabrieli,
' Religious Poetry in Earl y Islam ' and ' La poesie religieuse de I'ancien islam') ; but their
poems, though inspired by politico-religious sentiments, mainly consist of traditional

fakhr and rithii'.
" Siira xxvi, 224--27 .
' 2 See Shahid , ' A Contribution ' , the same 'Another Contribution' , Blachere, 'La

poesie dans la conscience de la premiere generation mu sulm an e' Gabrieli , 'La poesie
religieuse de I'ancien islam' , Hein richs , Arabische Dichtung, pp . 33-35 .

" Ibn Ishaq , Sira, ii , HI , Guillaume 's translation p. 551 , Waqid!, Maghiizi, ii , 825,
860, Ibn Sa -d, Tabaqdt, ii, 136, I'll , T'abarl, Tdrikh, iii 59 f. There may have been only
two: Sar a and another, whose name was misspelt or misheard in various ways (could
hamza and qiij be confused ?).

,. Ibn Ishaq , Sira, ii, 635-37 , Guillaume's translat ion pp . 675 f. , Waqidi , Maghiizi, i ,
172-75.

" Ibn Ishaq, Sira, ii, 51-58, Guill aume' s translation pp . 365-69 , Waqid!, Maghiizi, i,
184-89, Aghiini, xxii , 132 f. , Ibn Sallarn , Tabaqdt , p. 238, Qurashi , Jamhara, p. 32,
Tabari, Tiirikh, ii , 487-91 .



22 THE COMING OF ISLAM: BEFORE AND AFTER

enough to resort to such violent means, Mohammed had asked several
poets to stand up for him and pay in the same coin . 'Abd Allah Ibn
Rawaha then attacked Quraysh for their unbelief, kufr, which did not
worry them unduly.P" Kaib Ibn Malik and Hassan , however, employed
the old style of hijii) and were more successful. Hassan was even blessed
by the Prophet : 'Gabriel (or, in other versions, the Holy Spirit, Rul,z al­
qudus) may assist you ', as if Hassan 's familiar spirit should need support
or even be replaced. 57 Mohammed advised Hassan to consult Abu Bakr
on the weak spots of the opponents . Since they were of Mohammed's
own tribe, and given the nature of hiJiJ?, the Prophet was understandably
apprehensive of the results ; but Hassan reassured him, saying, 'I shall
pick you up from among them as a hair is picked up from the dough ' .58

If Hassan could therefore not freely expatiate on the blemishes of the
tribe as a whole , he made up for this by a more personal approach, in
which he did not shun obscenities. His poetry may have become weak
after his conversion, as al-Asma'T said, but there is nothing religious or
virtuous in such lines as on Bami ' l-M ughira:

You handed her (sc. your mother) over; she spent the night , unclean.s?
with semen on her th ighs like wax ."?

Or on Hind Bint CUtba:

God curse, together with her spouse,
that Hind of Hinds, with long clitoris. !'

'T ell Hawazin , high and low of them, that I will revile them only for
what in them is', thus he begins a poem, in conformity with a famous
maxim ascribed to the caliph CUmar ,62

Their bones decay when they are buried in the earth,
but their infamies will not perish.

~6 Aghdni, iv, 138, xvi, 230 ; cf. Ibn Sallam Tabaqdt, p. 180.
57 For the several versions see the collections of Hadith' such as al-Bukhari (Kit. al-adab,

bah hiJa' al-mushrikin, Kit . al-saldt, bah al-shi'rfi 'l-masj idy; Aghdni, iv, 137-47, xvi , 230, Ibn
'Abd Rabbih, 'Lqd, v , 277 f. , Qurashi,jamhara, p. 30, Wiiqidi, Maglulz f, iii, 979, Hassan
Ibn Thiibit , Diuuin , pp . 117 f. , Ibn Rashiq, cUmda, i, 31 , Muzaffar, Nedra, pp. 353-55 ,
etc .

58 In addition to the sources mentioned in the previous note, see Wiiqidi, Maghiizf, ii,
806. The image is vivid if not wholly appropriate, since it turns the Prophet into an
impurity to be removed . For a more aptly employed instance of the same image see e.g.
Tawhidi, Matlullih, p. 53: ' , .. yakhruJ minfarwatih cariyan min al-h ilm wa - 'l-kazm biidiya 'i ­
saw'a hi- 'l-badhd? wa- 'l-jahl kama yakhruJ al-sha'ar min al-'aJin '.

59 Reading ghayra tdhiratin for ghayra zdhiratin .
60 Hassan , Diuidn , pp . 176 f.
6 1 Aglulnf, xv, 198 f. Tabart, Ta rfkh, ii , 525.
62 See below , p. 64.
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Their teeth, because of their foul food, are like the nails
of a female circumciser whose knives are too blunt. 63

23

If the Prophet disapproved of such poetry, he must have felt it inoppor­
tune to say so, although he himself was not foul-tongued. There are
several ahiidith. ascribed to him against abuse and slander: ' A muslim is
he from whose tongue and hand the Muslims are safe ' ;64 'T o revile a
muslim is a sin (fusuq)';65

The Apostle of God said, 'Cursing one's parents is one of the gravest sins ' .
-'How could one curse one's parents?!'-'Someone may insult someone
else's father, then the other may insult hi s father and his mother. ' 6~

Other abiidzth affirm that he did not curse , swear or use obscene
language."? Whether these reports are reliable it is impossible to deter­
mine; to represent Mohammed as indulging in abuse would not be in
keeping with his dignity as a prophet and a statesman.

The Koran itself, which fulminates against the various kinds of
unbelievers, contains little that resembles the usual hi,jii). The nearest to
it is sura cxi, against Abu Lahab and his wife , which reads as a curse.
UmmJamil, Abu Lahab's wife, took it to be hfjii) and set out with a stone
pestle in order to bash in Mohammed's mouth .s" Curses and impreca­
tions are untypical of later hi,jii); significantly , when later authors desired
to find 'censure' (dhamm) in the holy Book, they po inted at descriptive
passages, notably a passage from sura lxviii (vss. 10-13):

And obey thou not every mean swearer ,
backb iter, going about with slander,
hinderer of good , guilty aggressor ,
coarse-grained , moreover ignoble ... 69

It is, perhaps, no coincidence that the passage is a condemnation of foul
language , although the first to adduce this passage as a justification of his
hijii), Abu ' I-CAyn~e (d. 282 or 283/896) , excelled in invective in poetry
and prose. 70

63 Diuuin , p. 256, Kh iilidiyyiin, Ashbdh , ii , 202.
64 Bukhari, Sa#~ , ' al-imiin', bdb 4.
65 Bukhiiri , Sa#~ , ' al-adab' , bdb 44.
66 Bukhiiri, SaM~ , ' aJ-adab' , bdb 4.
67 Bukhiiri , Sa~f~ , ' al-adab', bdb 38, 44.
68 Ibn Ishaq , Sira, i, 355 f., Guillaume 's translat ion p. 161.
69 Arberry's translation . See Shabusti, Diyarat , pp . 88 f., cAskari , SinaCatay n, p. 445,

cAskari , Diuidn al-ma'iini, i, 156, Husrl, Zahr , p. 322, T awhidi, MatMlib , pp. 47 f. , Ibn
Rashlq , 'Umda, i, 249, Riighib, Mub/i¢arat , i, 239, Muzaffar, Nadra, p. 373, Yiiqiit,
Mu'jam al-udabii", xviii , 288, Ibn Khallikiin , Wafayat , iv, 346, Rundi, Waft, fol. 42a .

70 See for instance T awhidi, Mathdlib , pp . 39-42.
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Few people ever applied the term hija' to part of th e Koran, like Abu
Lahab 's wife did. Those who did are usually described as ignorant . The
words of an unnamed bedouin are sa id to be ' curious ' when he tells that
in his ri tual prayer he rec ites ' the Mother of the Koran, th e pedigree of
th e Lord, and the hija' on Abu Lahab ' , referring, presumably, to siiras
i, cxii and cxi; "! a story that sounds like a variant of the words of a
bed ouin who ne eded onl y two parts of the Koran : ' the praise of the Lord
and th e hija' on Abu Lahab ' .72 Similarly , another bedouin takes sura ix
vs. 97 (,The Bedouin are stronger in unbelief and in hypocrisy') to be
hb"a'.73 Only very occasionally do serious critics speak of hy"a' in the
Koran, as does Ibn Abi 'I-I sba" when discussing ' decency' (nazaha) as a
stylisti c quality. ?" Ibn Qayyim al-J awziyya, however, a th eologian who
died in 75111350 , when demonstrating the stylistic superiority of the
Koran, is able to find in it the equ ivalents of poetic modes such as love­
poetry (ghazal and tashbt:b) and 'itab, ' reproach ' .75 but instead of hy"a'he
employs th e more neutral term dhamm, ' censu re '. 76

3. Secular and religious authorities

M oham med ' s association with poets such as Hassan made it difficult
to condemn hb"a' categorically ; but in the case of hb"a' on beli evers-that
is, almost all hy'a'-after the consolidation of the Islamic state in a large
area , stat esmen and m oralists had a strong point against it , for it could
endanger authority , whether by undermining respect for the authorities
themselves, or by stirring up rivalry and violence between tribes and fac­
tions . Apart from these political motives and moralistic objections such
as existed before Islam but were reinforced by it, there may have been
an additional prejudice against hijd? if it is assumed that one was aware
of its associations with magic in the past . However, as Bonebakker says ,
it is impossible to prove this with any certainty. 77

In almost any aspect of early Islamic history the imposing figure of the
caliph 'Vmar looms large . His attitude towards hy'a' is evident from
several well-known stories, which Bonebakker considers as 'fundamen­
tall y accurate '. 78 Al-Zibriqan complained to 'Vmar about a poem by al­
Hutayta in which he said ,

11 R aghib, MubiitJariit, i, 84 , Jiil:ii?: , Bayiin, 248.
72 Qali, Arnalf, iii , 68 .
73 Raghib , Mubiir/.ariit, i , 84, Ibshihi, Mustatraf, ii, 265 .
,. Tabrfr, p . 585, BadZC al-Qur'iin , pp . 293 f. , followed by Su yiiti, Itq dn, iii, 329 f. ,

T ashkubrizada, M ijtiib, ii, 349 , T ahanawi , Kashshdf, p. 1435, et al. ; cf. below, p . 124.
" Fauuilid, pp . 210, 211, 203 , respect ively .
7. Fauidiid, pp . 192-194 .
77 ' Religious Prej ud ice ' , pp . 82, 85-87.
78 ' Rel igious Prej ud ice ' , p . 81.
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Never mind noble deeds! Do not go and look for them! Stay; you are
someone who (merely) eats and gets dressed.

cUmar replied that in his opinion it was no hija) but merely a
reproach." or even praise.P" 'Don't you like eating and getting
dressed?' . 8 1 But when al-Zibriqan assured him that never had he suffered
worse hij{j), Hassan Ibn Thabit was summoned as a judge. He deemed
it hija) of the worst kind (,He has shat on him!') and cUmar had al­
Hutay'a put in prison .V The story is similar in some respects to that of
al-Najashi, which looks like an elaboration of it. Again, cUmar does not
see , or pretends not to see, any offence in the lines that the Banu 'I-CAjlan
complain about :

"When God is hostile towards base , effete people, may he then be hostile
towards Banii 'I-'Ajlan , Ibn MuqbiI's people."

But he is merely praying, said cUmar; if he is wronged, his prayer
will be answered; if he himself has wronged, it will not be answered.

But, they said, he also said ,

"A little tribe, who never betray their covenant and never wrong other
people as much as a mustard-seed."

I wish, cUmar said, the same could be said of my father's family.
But he also said,

"Only in the evening they arrive at the watering place, when those who
have drunk turn back from every pool. "

Then it is less crowded l'"
But he also said,

"Voracious dogs loathe their flesh, while they eat that of (the tribes of)
Ka-b, cAwf and Nahshal. "

Because they bury their dead and do not let the bodies perish .
But he also said,

" CAjlan got his name because they used to say to him , 'T ake the bowl
and milk the cow, you slave , and be quick (wa- )'Jal)'."

- H e who serves his people is the best among them , said cUmar.

79 Baladhuri, Ansab, IVa , 203, Aghdni, ii , 186.
80 Baghdadi, Khizdna, iii, 294.
81 Ibn Qutayba , Shier, p. 328.
82 The story is told in man y versions : in addition to the references in the previous

notes , sec especiall y Ibn Sallarn , Tabaqdt , pp . 97 f., Ibn Dawud , Zahra, ii, 226 f. and 322
f., Ibn 'Abd Rabbih , 'Iqd, iii, 19 r., v. 317 f. Shorter versions are found in numerous
other works .

83 Khalidiyyan , Ashbiih , i , 36: 'T hen the water is cleaner and there is more of it'.
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Again, Hassan is consulted, who gives the same answer as before.:" Only
then does 'Vmar take measures, the sources disagreeing whether by
punishing or only warning al-Najashi. It is obvious that 'Vmar wilfully
misinterprets the lines. His abilities as a judge of poetry may have been
exaggerated in several traditions.I" but only some dull-witted person
unacquainted with hijii) can have failed to see their true meaning. Al­
Jabi?: explains 'Vmar's conduct as an aversion to expose himself to
poetical attacks, combined with a desire for apparent impartiality,86 and
many later authors have adopted this explanation, which is no doubt a
valid one. One could add that 'Vmar, with his seemingly naive com­
ments, apparently wants to trivialize the poems in question, in an
attempt to keep the peace as much as possible.V Religion plays no part
whatsoever.

The same peace-keeping attitude is shown in the sequel to the story of
'Vmar and al-Hutay'a. When the latter is released , 'Vmar says to him,

'Beware of making hijii? on people!' - 'But then my family will starve! It
is my source of income and my livelihood'. - 'Then beware of vilifying
speech (al-muqdhi" min al-qawl) , . - 'What is vilifying?' - 'That you com­
pare people and say: So-and-so is better than so-and-so, or: the clan of so­
and-so is better than so-and-so'. 88

CVmar's explanation of muqdhi' is his own: the usual meaning of the verb
aqdha'a or qadhdha'a does not necessarily imply a comparison. 89 The point
is clear: if hijii) cannot be avoided , let the poet vent his anger on his oppo­
nent but without involving a third party and stirring up rivalry. Hijd? is
to become a matter of the poet alone, rather than the poet together with
his tribe; the poet is personally punished for it , or rewarded , as al­
Hutay'a'e remark shows. According to one report, hardly credible ,
'V mar went as far as to 'buy the honour of all Muslims' by paying al-

84 Ibn Qutayba, Shi'r , pp. 330 f., other versions Tha'Iab, Majalis, (i i), 431 f. , Ibn
Dawud, Zahra, ii , 323 f., Ibn cAbd Rabbih , 'Iqd, v, 318 f., Husri, Zahr, pp . 54 f. ,
Nah shali, Mumti" , pp . 189 f. , Ibn Rashiq , cUmda, i, 52 , 76, Hamdsat Ibn al-Shajari, pp .
131 f. , Muzaffar , Nadra, pp. 302 f. , Rundi, Waft, fol. 44a-b, Baghdadi, Khizdna , i , 231
f., Tanasi, Nazm, pp . 111 f. See also below , p. 104 note 58.

8 5 Bonebakker, 'Religious Prejudice', p. 81.
86 jiil,li:j: , Baydn, i, 239 f.
8 7 The same typ e of anecdote is told of the caliph MuCiiwiya , see Ibn cAbd Rabbih ,

'Lqd, v, 319 f. (on hija» , 322 f. (on tashbib, considered offensive by his son Yazid).
88 Aghani, ii , 187, Baliidhuri, Ansdb , IVa , 203 ; with variations Hatirni, Hilya, i, 391 ,

IbnRashiq, 'Umda, ii, 170. 'The strongest (ashadd) hijd? is by means of preferring (some­
one to someone else)', said by Yunus Ibn Habib (d . 182/798) , see Harimi, Hilya, i , 391,
Ibn Rashiq , 'Umda, ii, 170, Baghdadi, Khiziina, vi, 298 .

89 See e .g. A~maciyyat, no. 15 vs. 17, no . 22 vs. 7, T arafa , Muca/laqa vs. 74 (Ibn al­
Anbiiri, Shar~ , p. 206 , etc.) , Mufa(i(ialiyyat, no . 29 vs. 2, no . 39 vs. II , no . 40 vs. 105, etc .
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Hutay''a 3000 dirham, as if he had no sterner measures at his disposal .P?
It turned out to be impossible to root out hlj"ii) effectively; 'Vmar's
attempt to do so was thwarted by the precedent of Hassan .

'Umar Ibn al-Khattab forbade people to recite any flytings (muniiqaf/.a) of
the Ansar and the polytheists of Quraysh : 'In it' , he said, ' is abuse of the
living by means of the dead, and a renewal of grudges. But God has now
destroyed the Jahiliyya by the coming of Islam' .9 1

Two Meccan poets, 'Abd Allah Ibn al-Zibaira and Dirar Ibn al-Khattab,
arrive in Medina, seeking to arrange a slanging match with Hassan Ibn
Thabit , so that they could recite all the poems they had made against him
before their conversion to Islam , since they now have little opportunity
to do so:

' . . .for your poetry is tolerated in Islam and ours is not. Now we should like
to recite to you , and you to us.' Hassan replied, 'Will you two begin or shall
I?' - 'We shall.' - 'Do start !' Then they recited to him until he boiled
with rage like a cauldron. The two Meccans got on to their mounts in order
to return to Mecca.P?

Hassan complains to 'Vmar, who sends for the two poets. Hassan is now
given the opportunity to have his turn, this time not in private but in
public. The two Meccans are allowed to stay or depart, whichever they
prefer, and 'Vmar says to those present ,

I had forbidden you to mention anything of what happened between
Muslims and polytheists , in order to ward off mutual grudges and the
spreading of infamy amongst you. However, since they are obstinate, write
it down and preserve it. 93

'Vmar strikes us as being rather tolerant towards hlj"ii): he may threaten
with tongue-cutting or flogging.r' but no serious punishment is actually
carried out. Instead, we find a resigned acceptance of the incorrigibility
of human nature in this respect. It is difficult to agree with Goldziher
who speaks of official persecution of poets of hYo.) in the time of 'Vmar
and his successors; and to sa y that this took place 'aus religiosen
Griinden '95 is to stretch the meaning of 'religion' too far . The poetry of
al-Hutay'a or that of Ibn al-Zibaira and Dirar was not irreligious; nor

90 Aghiinf, ii, 189; compare the story told in Ibn Sallarn , Tabaqiit , p. 95 , Aghanf, ii, 164,
Hamdiinl, Tadhkira, ii, 361 , where the people of Medina collect money to avert al­
Hutay'a's hija) .

91 Aghdni, iv, 140.
92 Ibid.
93 Aghani, iv, 141; and see abov e , p. 7.
9+ Aghiini, ii, 189, xiv , 318, Ja1)i~, Baydn, ii, 318, Ibn Qutayba, Shier, p. 331, etc.
9~ 'Der Diwan des Garwal b . Aus AI-l:lul ej'a' , ZDMG , 46 (1892) pp. 17 f. (Gesammelte

Schriften, iii, 66f.).
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was it ever coarse and obscene, as far as I know, unlike Hassan 's verse ,
and this may have contributed to (Vmar's relative tolerance. AI­
Hutay'a, incidentally, is sometimes painted too black in this respect.
Pellat mentions his poetry as a prime example of'hidjii)of the most sordid
sort', while a 'reputation for foulness of speech' is used for the purposes
of blackrnail.:" but he cannot be called a true ' lampoonist ' , 97 since , as
Blachere says, his satire ' n 'est presque jamais grossiere '. 98

(Vmar's successor, (Vthman, was also confronted with complaints: he
had to deal with Dabi? Ibn al-Harith al-Burjumi , ' a foul-mouthed man
of much wickedness' .99 On some people to whom he had refused to
return a borrowed dog, he made a poem containing the following
insinuation:

Do not leave your mother alone with your dog. The unruliness
of mothers is great.

When smoke rises up at the end of the night a whine
can be heard on her bed .. .

When (V thman hears of it he says to Dabi" , 'I have never heard a
Muslim accuse a woman of having dealings with a dog except for you.
If you had lived in the time of the Apostle of God, I am sure God would
have sent down a Koranic verse about you! And if anyone had ever cut
off the tongue of a poet for his hy'ii), I would cut off yours. ' Then he
imprisoned hirn .J'"

Ibn (Abbas, whose authority in worldly and religious matters was
greater after his death than before , gave his judgement on hya) on at least
two occasions, if the reports are reliable. As governor of Basra, he says
to (Vtayba Ibn Mirdas , known as Ibn Faswa, 'If you make hy'ii) on
anyone of the Arabs I shall cut off your tongue' , 101 but that was after the
importunate behaviour of Ibn Faswa, who made money out of his
reputation as a much-feared poet of hy"ii) and had tried his luck with Ibn
(Abbas . The latter's anger was clothed in religious terms: ' W hat is the
virtue (murii)a) of someone who disobeys the merciful, who utters
falsehood and severs what God commanded to be joined?' On another
occasion, asked by an a(riibf (who turns out to be al-Hutay/a) whether

96 EJ2 , art. ~ h iQja) ' .

9 ' El Tayib in CHAL, i , 80.
98 Blacherc , Hist oire, p. 328.
99 Ibn Sa lla rn, '[abaqdt , p. 144.
100 Ibn Sallam , Tabaqdt, pp . 144 f. , cf. Ibn Qutayba , Shier, pp , 350 f. , Jal;Ii ~ , Hayaurdn,

i, 369 f., Mubarrad , Ktimil , p. 219 , Tabart, Tdrikh, iv , 402, Baghdadi, Khizdna, ix, 324­
27, (Abbasi , Ma'iih id, i, 66. Elsewhere it is told that, after an appeal made by the victims
of Muzarrid's hijti), he let the poet go free after extracting a pr omise that he would give
up hij'ti) for good (Muja#aliyy tit, i, 141 f., II (T ra nslation and notes) p . 44) .

' 0' Aghdni, xxii , 229.
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hijd? is allowed as a form of reprisal for unfulfilled promises, Ibn cAbbas
answers,

Hijii? is not proper (Iiiyaflub ), for you ca nno t avoid making hijii' on other
persons from his clan, so that you would wrong those who did not wrong
you and abuse tho se who did not abuse you ... You know the virtue (fa¢f)
that lies in forgiving .102

However, personal revenge by means of abuse is allowed (liijuniib ca/ayh) ,
says Ibn cAbbas , even though forgiving is better. Apparently , what is
obj ectionable in hya' is, above all, the danger of stirring up unnecessary
strife and the severing of bonds newly joined by Islam .

Instead of official persecution by those in authority we find incidental
disapproval and unsystematic punishment . Muiawiya tells his kinsman
cAbd al-Rahman Ibn al-Hakarn not to m ake love -poetry, panegyric or
hijd? 'by which you will excite ignoble people";' :" when cAbd al-Rahrnan
Ibn al-Hakam exchanges fierce hb"ii' with cAbd al-Rahrnan , the son of
Hassan, Mu'fiwiya orders both to be flogged, an impartial order that is
obeyed after some delay.i'" On another occasion he wants al-Akhtal
arrested in order to cut off his tongue, after a complaint by al-N uiman
Ibn Bashir on account of al-Akhtal 's hijii? on the Ansar. The poet is saved
by the intercession of Mu'iawiyas son Yazid . 105

The same Yazid tells CUbayd Allah Ibn Ziyad not to kill the poet Ibn
Mufarrigh for his hb"ii', but to punish him and teach him a lesson (which
is done in a most humiliating manner, involving a donkey , a sow, a cat
and a strong laxative). 106 Another story tells how CUbayd Allah 's brother
'Abbad collected all hijd? on himself made by Ibn Mufarrigh and sends
it to Muiawiya. But even though the caliph is involved himself (since he
had adopted Ziyad as his brother) he does not want the poet killed.
Caught by cAbbad, Ibn Mufarrigh has to scrape off with his nails all the
epigrams that he had written on the walls of the inns where he had
sta yed .J'" When the incorrigible and often foul-mouthed poet is sought
by yet more people while in prison, Muiawiya lets him escape and
forgives him, as does, in the end, CUbayd Allah. l oB

102 Aghdni, ii, 192.
'03 Bayhaqi, Mahii sin, p. 432, cr. Ibn <Abd Rabbih , 'Lqd, v , 281 , T abari , Tiirikh , v ,

336. Mu -awiya's words resemble those ascribed to Ahmad Ibn Hanbal in a late source,
when he condemns hija) and love poetry ' by which the hearts of young men are excited '
(M uzaffar, Nadra , pp . 362 f.) .

'0' Aghiini, xv , 115 f.
105 AgMnl, xvi, 45·47.
106 Aghanl, xviii, 263 f. Compare Tabari, Tiirikh, v, 318 f. , whe re Mu'iawi ya is men­

tioned instead of Yazid .
107 Aghiini, xviii , 265-69.
108 AgMnl, xvii i, 270-72, cf. T abari, Tiirikh, 320 f.
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Impartiality cannot always be expected from rulers. Indeed, in most
cases where rulers and ruling clans take action against poets of hijii) it is
because they are themselves involved personally. Following the example
of the Prophet they too encourage poets to make hijii) on their opponents .
Yazid Ibn Mu'iawiya, who as we have seen did not find hijii) on the Ansar
a capital offence, urged Ka'b Ibn JuCayl to make hijii) on them. 'I said
to him : Do you want to turn me into a polytheist?' says Ka'b , 'Would
I make hijd? on people who helped the Apostle of God? ' In his stead he
recommends al-Akhtal for the job, a Christian, who readily complies
with the request ; ' ? ? A generation later another caliph, Yazid Ibn cAbd
aI-Malik, inv ites poets to make hijii) on the defeated rebel Yazld Ibn al­
Muhallab. AI-Farazdaq declines on the grounds that he had made
panegyric poems on the Banii ' I-M uhallab and does not wish to be seen
contradicting himself. Kuthayyir is unwilling to expose himself to attacks
by other poets in retaliation; but al-Ahwas has no such scruples.' !"

As for the great triad of Omayyad poets: al-Akhtal , al-Farazdaq and
Jarlr , their relations with governors and caliphs are well known. Their
works, especially that ofJ arir, contain a large quantity of hijd?of the most
sordid kind , yet of undeniable poetic excellence. If the authorities had
taken seriously the Koranic injunction concerning qadhj (false accusation
of fornication , etc .), the prescribed eighty lashes would have been dealt
out countless times on these three poets alone. However, as a rule poetry
was simply not important enough, even though state politics are present
in much of it. Slanging matches always involve an element of play; but
in the Omayyad period these contests have become less serious and more
entertaining than in pre-Islamic tim es. One gets the impression that the
audience delights in those mutual vilifications recited in public, and that
the poets are aware of this and do their utmost to gratify their public , not
rarely by means of humour.!!' The flyting has developed into an impor­
tant art form and thus loses some of its social and political importance.
But poets and rulers made the most of it. AI-Akhtal in particular
associated himself with the Omayyad cause, praising the rulers and
attacking their opponents, thus securing powerful protection. J arir and
al-Farazdaq made sure that they had their patrons too. They could insult
one another and each other's clans as long as a certain decorum was
observed : when Jarlr asked permission to make hijii) on al-Akhtal , the

109 Aghani, xv, 119, xvi, 37 f. , Ibn Qutayba, Shi'r , pp . 649 f., Ibn (Abd Rabbih, 'lqd ,
v, 321 .

110 Ibn Sallarn , Tabaqdi, p. 542 , Aghdni, iv, 255 f.
111 Badawi , ' From Primary to Secondary Qasidas", p. 9 , Jayyusi in CHAL, i, 409 ff.
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caliph 'Abd al-Malik answered, 'In my presence that is not allowed ',112
suggesting that they should have a go at each other outside .I'"

Whether this anecdote is true or not , it is typical of the caliph's
attitude. Many stories describe him as a connoisseur of poetry . In one
of these he is heard to discuss ' the best line of hija" . 114 His son Sulayman
and the pious 'Umar Ibn 'Abd al-'Azlz discuss the merits of Jarlr and
al-Akhtal.J'" Hisham Ibn 'Abd al-Malik asks others about JarIr, al­
Farazdaq and al-Akhtal, 'those who tear to pieces each other's honour,
rip apart each other 's veils, and stir up evil between their clans... : which
is the best poet?'1 16 The stern governor of Iraq, al-Hajjaj, scolds Jarlr:
' Enemy of God, why do you abuse and wrong people?', but he accepts
Jarlr 's lengthy self-justification, which begins: 'By God, I do not wrong
them, but they wrong me, so I revenge myself.'117

Only rarely are poets officially punished for hija'. J arir and his oppo­
nent 'umar Ibn Laja? were both flogged and exposed in public at the
order of al-Walid Ibn 'Abd al-Malik 'who had a pious nature (yata'allah
finafsih)' and said , ' M ust you two slander (taqdhifan) chaste women?!'IJ8
Many rulers, however, behaved as did al-Ma/mun who said, when asked
to punish Diibil (d. c. 246/860), 'You are right , the other is wrong. You
are free to say whatever you wish; say then whatever may give him the
lie. It is not my habit to have someone killed , even if his sin be grave;
should I then do it in the case of a poet?' .119 Al-Ma/mun himself had in
fact been a victim of Di'bils hij'a',120 so he was unusually tolerant. For,
in general, it was a different matter when those in power were directly
involved as victims. Personal revenge, whether taken by those highly
placed or lowly, always formed a far greater hazard to the hij"ii' poets than
official persecution. The poet acts at his peril, and the peril may be
serious. Cases of murder, molestation, mutilation and humiliation are
rife, yet are not extravagantly frequent when one sees how many poets
are called hajja', khabith al-lisdn, badhi? ('foul-mouthed') , kathir al-sharr ('of
much wickedness'), shirrir ('very vicious') by biographers, anthologists
and critics.

112 Aghdni, viii, 63.
113 Cf. a different version of the same anecdote in Aghdni, viii , 73.
114 For instance, Hatimi, Hilya, i, 345 f., 347, 348, cAskari, Ma;iin, p. 21.
115 Aghtinl, viii, 306.
116 Aghdni, viii, 81. Opinions on these poets, by Omayyad caliphs and princes and

others, have been studied by Abbott, Studies, iii, passim, esp. pp . 132 ff.
117 Aghtinl, viii, 15-28, cr. xxiv, 210 f.
118 Ibn Sallarn, Tabaqdt, pp. 368 f., Aghtinl, viii, 71 f. According to another version it

was not al-Walid but cVmar Ibn cAbd al-cAziz, Aghtinl, viii , 82. See also Aghani, ix , 307­
309: al-Walid forbids Jarir to make hijti' on CAdi Ibn al-Riqa" , the court poet.

119 Aghdni, xx, 173.
120 Aghtinl, xx, 131, 140 f., 180 f., Tabari, Ttirlkh, viii , 660 .
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Abu Nasr Muhammad al-jabbuli surely was wronK when he said to
Fatik, the murderer of al-Mutanabbi (d . 354/965), 'Poets have made
hijii) on kings in pre-Islamic times and on caliphs in Islamic times, but
we do not hear of any poet having been killed because of his hijii)' .121But
all in all , if one may generalize about the reception of classicalhijii), one
cannot but be struck by the tolerance shown by most victims and by
society as a whole, accustomed as we are to legal strictures on libel and
slander (in the case of false accusations and insinuations) or insulting
discrimination (referring, tauntingly, to someone's being aJew, Negro,
homosexual, invalid, etc .) .

This tolerance is, partly at least, due to the idea of the buffoon 's
impunity, which has a long history. The poet has become a 'ritual
clown', as Hamori calls him ;122 although Hamori refers to love poetry
and wine poetry, it applies as much to hi.jii), which is, in a sense, a
ritualized game. The rules imply that the insults are not taken to be true
statements: they should not be contradicted but answered by other
insults. 123 If an angry victim breaks the rules then his opponent has won
(even though he may lose his life in the bargain). Those in a position of
power can afford to be tolerant. Al-Ma'rnun , urged to punish someone
who had derided his religious policy, answered: ' If he had been a
theologian I would have punished him. But he is a poet, so I shall not
bother him . ' 124

In many societies legislation on libel and slander had a sensible effect
in the curbing of the poets. Roman poets had to be careful with personal
attacks, as Horace said,

... For if a party compose
foul verses to another's hurt, a hearing and a trial
ensue.12~

Scurrilous abuse , once a yearly licence of rural origins (the 'wild Fescen­
nine verses'), was at first enjoyed, 'until the joking began I to get
vicious ':

121 Bad~l , $ubb , p. 173.
122 Hamori , On the Art, ch . 2.
123 Illuminating is William Labov, 'Rules for Ritual Insults', ch. 8 of his Language in

the Inner City: Studies in theBlack English Vernacular (Oxford, 1977), pp. 297-353; cr. p. 332:
' Since ritual insults are not intended as factual statements, they are not to be denied'.
The 'fundamental opposition between ritual insults and personal insults' (p. 335) may
be clear-cut in street duels (on which see also Alan Dundes, Jerry W. Leach and Bora
Ozkok, 'The Strategy of Turkish Boys' Verbal Dueling Rhymes', in Directions in Socio­
linguistics: theEthnography oj Communication , ed. by John J. Gumperz and Dell Hymes, New
York , etc. , 1972, pp . 130-60) , in a more sophisticated genre like hijii' the distinction is
often blurred .

124 Ibn Kathir, Bidiiya, x , 279 .
125 Horace , Satires, II , 1,81 -83 , translation by Rudd.
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. . . At last a law was enacted
involving penalties; no one, it said , should be traduced
in scurrilous verse .P"

33

Islamic legislat ion on defamation , on the other hand , was less developed ,
which is perhaps to be expected in a societ y in which honour and shame
are felt more strongly than the concepts of mo ral guilt and legal obliga­
tion : there is not much point in being declared in the right while losin g
one 's honour. In the end , the reason for toleranc e towards hija' is the
conviction that stern measures are seldom effective and often ha ve an
adve rse result. Buying the poets off was more effective; numerous poets
have thus enriched them selves: al-Hutay' a and Ibn Faswa have been
men tioned . '?" one could add al-Hakarn Ibn 'Abdal ,128 Abu '1­
Shamaqmaq. P? Abu DuHima ,130 'Amr Ibn 'Ubayd al-Hazln.P' al­
Farazd aq. P" Ibn Bassam al-'Abarta'p33 and no doubt many othe rs.

Among the characteristics of invective such as pract ised by the great
Omayyad poets' :" is a complete indiffer ence towards truth . Wheth er
lying in poetry is merely permitted , or even to be recommended (' the
best poetry is that which lies most '), or, on the contrary, reprehensible
( 'poetry is like ordinary speech: what is good or bad in one is likewise
good or bad in the other ') 135 is a basic question that has recei ved much
atte ntion from the crit ics.P" who concentrated mainly on hyperbole in
panegyr ics. As for invective, some of the accusations are so grossly and
grotesquely exaggerated, especially the obscen ities , that nobody amo ng
the public is likely to take them seriously. One might think that this
would undermine belief in any accusations that do in fact contain
elements of truth; but the object of invective is to humiliate the victim
and to convince the public, not of the truth of the accusations, but of the
humiliating potential of the poem. Once the public is con vinced of that ,
the victim is humiliated, at least as long as he does not retaliate (this also
implies that a public is necessary: if hV·a' is not public, it loses its force ) .
Since everyone recognizes the grosser accusations as ob viou sly untrue
one would show one's ignorance of the rul es of the game if one were to

126 Horace, Epistles, II, 1, 148 f., 152-54, translation by Rudd .
127 Above, pp. 26 f., 28.
128 Jal;1i~, Bayiin, ii, 74 f., Jal;1i~, Hayaioan, vi, 485, Aghiini, ii, 40 4, etc .
129 Aghiin!, iii, 194 f., 207, x, 79, xix, 276 f., Abu Nu was, Diuidn, i, 57 .
130 Aghdni, x, 260 f.
131 Aghiin!, xv, 323, 332.
132 Aghiin!, xxi, 401 f.
133 Yaqui, Mu'jam. al-udaba", xiv, 145.
134 Well summarized by Jayyusi, in CRAL, i , 409-13.
135 See below, p. 129.
136 See especially Biirgel, '''Die beste Dichtung' '' .
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accuse the poet of qadhj, even though, strictly speaking, it is a 'false
accusation of fornication' (and this includes calling someone a bastard) .
'Religion is not concerned with poetry (at-din bi-maizil can at-shicr)' , as
cAli Ibn cAbd al-cAziz al-jurjani (d. 39211001) , himself a judge, said in
a discussion of the heretical opinions found in al-Mutanabbi' s poetry, 13 7

a remarkable statement about a religion that is commonly said to pervade
the daily life of its adherents, extending to their every activity or opinion.
Al-jurjani did not stand alone. Ibn Sirin (d . 1101728), 'very pious and
also very eccentric' but scrupulous about anything that might be
unlawful.P" was asked, when on the point of performing the ritual
prayer, whether reciting poetry would make ritual ablution necessary .
He replied by quoting, not just any innocent line, but

What, al-Farazdaqs wife has become disobedient? Why , if she liked the
lance of his arse she would keep quiet.

Then he began his prayer. 139 Among the many other instances of
undoubtedly pious people reciting hija) one may mention cAbd Allah , the
son of the caliph cUmar, whose 'high moral qualities ' and ' nobility of
soul' were generally acclaimed, 140 and who said , in reply to hiJa) on some
friends of his,

... Each of you':" has an ulcerating posterior: catarnitesltt"
Your mother bears only girls and has little milk, whereas other

mothers have plenty of milk and bear sons;
• •• 143 as if his prick in the palm of his hand is a scroll. I H

The anecdote about Ibn Sirin resembles those collected by al-Ja1:li~ and
others , on prominent and resp ectable people saying or reciting
obscenities.!" adduced to show that indecent words must not be confused
with indecent acts. Speech, however, is an act too ; of all speech acts , hijd?

13 7 See below , p. 81.
138 El? s.v . ' Ibn Sirin ' .
139 Ibn Salliim , Tabaqdt, p. 284, Aghiini , xxi, 305 , Marzubiini, Niir al-Qabas, p. 50

(where Yiinus Ibn Habib asks the que stion ), Ibn Qutayba, 'Uyiin, i , 318 (where it is
merely stated that Ibn Sirin recited the line, which is attributed to jaCfar Ibn al-Zubayr
in othe r sources, see Aghdni, xxi, 294 , iii, 364, ix, 329 f., Ibn Salliim , Tabaqdt , p. 282).
There are different interpretations of the words rum~a (or ram~a) 'stihi, see Aghdn i, iii , 364
note 3, Ibn Salliim, Tabaqdt, p. 282 note 5. It may be pointed out here that ist does not
invariably refer to the rear side of the human bod y; see also pp . 45, 66 .

140 El? s.v , cAbd Allah b. cUmar.
14 1 Read ing kullukum for kulluhum.
142 mithfdr , explained in the diction ar ies as al-rajul al-maibiin.
143 The first hem istich is corrupt.
144 j iii)i~ , Bursiin, p. 93.
145 See e.g . jiii)i ~ , Hayauidn, iii, 40-43, j iii)i?, Rasa'il, i i , 92-95 , Ibn Qutayba , CUyiin ,

i, introd. pp . Iiim-mim.
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comes perhaps closest to a physical act. Moral objections to making,
quoting, or even studying hiJii' can be heard from secular and religious
authorities as well as poets and critics. The reasons for their disapproval
are not always stated clearly . It may go back to prejudices against poetry
in general, but in the case of the poets and the critics the objections must
be more specific, either directed against obscenities in speech,146 or based
on moral scruples against insulting or hurting others , or on the idea that
poetry ought to be 'constructive ' rather than 'destructive' .

4 . Poets on hija'

Among such poets was al-'Ajjaj (d. c. 91/710) . Although he was one
of the greatest poets in raJaz-a metre well suited for invective-he ' never
cultivated the sat ire' .147 When someone said to him that, apparently, he
was not good at hiJii', he replied : 'We have ahldm (pl. of bilm) that keep
us from wrongdoing... Have you ever seen a builder who is not (equally)
good at destroying? ', 148 implying not onl y that hiJii' is easier than
panegyric ('Destroying goes quicker than building' said Ru'ba Ibn al­
'Ajjaj echoing his father) ,149 but also that it is inferior and less noble, and
that he is unwilling rather than unable to make it. Yet , destroying may
be stronger and more effective than building: 'Al-Farazdaq builds and
Jarir destroys ' , said 'Abd al-Malik's son Maslama, 'wa-laysayaqiim mae
al-khardb shay". 150 Nabia Abbott translates the last words as ' and nothing

146 On the subject of obscenity in Arabic literature and Islamic societry, see the several
articles in Lutfi Al-Say yid-Marsot (cd. ), Society and the Sexes in Medieval Islam, especially
those by Rosenthal , Biirgel and Bellam y; and see EP , art. 'gjins ', by Pellat.

147 EP s.v , ' al-CAdjdj iidj' (Ch . Pellat); see also Blachere, Histoire , p . 525. It is reported
that a poetic cont est (taniifur) took place between him and Abu Nukhayla (d . 1471764-) ,
who made hijii) on al·cAjjiij (Ibn Qutayba, Shi'r, p. 602) ; that the latter reciprocated the
hijii) is likely but does not stri ctly follow from the verb tandfara. But al·cAjjiij did make
hijii) on Rabt'a previous to his strange duel with Abu ' l-Najm al-Hjli, who easily defeated
him (Aghiini, x, 152 f.) H is fakhr often employs a forceful invective idiom (see e.g.
Ullmann, Untersuchungen, pp. 31-36). Hi s reputation as a weak hijii) poet may be due to
the fact that he did not make any unmixed hijii) poems, but probably even more to the
following anecdote about him . In one of his poems he says, 'I have not made the cen­
surers talk / and say the y saw me uttering foul speech (khanii.) , , CAjjiij , Ditodn (Sammlungen
alterarabischer Dichter, II), p. 4-3.

148 Ibn Qutayba, Shier, pp. 94-, 591, Ibn Qutayba, 'Uyiin , ii, 185, Ibn Rashiq, ' Umda,
i , 112. According to a long er version in Qiili, Ameli, ii , 4-7 and Husrl, Zahr, p. 689 , it
was caliph 'Abd al-Malik who asked the question . A different wording has jahiz, Baydn,
i. 207 .

149 Jiil:ti~, Baydn, i, 207; cf. Ibn Dawiid , Zahra, ii, 310 , 'Askari, Diuuin al-ma'iin i , i , 106,
Ibn 'Ezra, MuMrJara, p. 106 (see below , p. 94-). Like his father , Ru'ba condemns invec­
tive in a poem : ' I am a man who does not revile people , / neither near relatives nor
strangers' , Ru'ba , Diuidn (Sammlungen alter arabischer Dichter, III), p. 5.

150 Marzubiini, Muioashshab , p. 186.
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arises from ruins ' and concludes that Maslama preferred al- Farazdaq.151
It is possible, however, that the words may be interpreted as ' and noth ing
can withstand destruction', amounting to an acknowledgment of the
effective superiority of hijd? rather than of the moral superiority of
panegync.

The association of hijii) with destruction is obvious and was perhaps
supported by true or supposed etymology : the root HJY or HJW refers
to a house being destroyed , according to the lexicographers. AI-'Askari
fancifully concludes that therefore, originally, hajw came only after
panegyric , since destruction must come after building. 152

Nusayb (d . c. 1121730), poet of panegyric , elegiac and love poetry , was
asked by Maslama, 'Aren't you good at making hijii)?' H e answered , ' Do
you think that I cannot say " M ay God not protect you " instead of " May
God protect you "? ' ,153 implying that hijii? is simply a negative panegyric,
and equally easy for him. He was 'chaste '154 and reputedly said , ' I have
never said a verse that a bashful girl would be ashamed to recite in the
sheltered protection of her father' .155 He was not easily provoked: when
taunted for his ' beast-coloured skin' (he wa s half-negro) he remarked
that the poet had merely spoken the truth.P"

I refrain from making hijii' for two reasons: If I were to make hiJii' on a
noble-minded person , I would violate his honour , or if I were to make hiJii'
on a base person in order to obtain his favours, then I my self would be more
deserving of hiJii', since I would be tempted to ask from such a person .m

Maslama's question almost sounds like a reproach , an invitat ion to
make hijii'. A poet who did not was not complete. Dhii ' l-R um ma ' s
greatness as a poet was impaired because he was not good at panegyric
or hij'ii) according to al-Asma'T and others .P" Poets who specialized in
short epigrams were asked why they did not make longer poems: 'AqTI
Ibn 'Ullafa (d. 1001718) replied that ' a collar is long enough if it fits
round the neck', 159 and Abu 'l-Muhawwish (a contemporary of the

151 Abbot, Studies, iii, 139.
152 'Askari, Furiiq, p. 38.
153 J iil;1i:(:, Bayiin, i, 207, different versions in Ibn Sallam, Tabaqiit, p. 545, Aghiinl, i ,

355 f., Ibn Rashiq, 'Umda, i, 112.
15. Aghiinl, i, 324 .
155 Aghiinl , i, 364; compare below , p . 43.
156 Aghdni, i, 352; cf. Ibn ' Abd Rabbih , 'Iqd, v , 299.
151 Ibn Sallam , Tabaqdt , p. 545, ef. Mubarrad, Kiim il , p. 323, Qiili, A miill, iii, 220,

Aghiinl , i , 344 , 356 , Ibn Rashiq, 'Umda , i, 112, Raghib, M u!uit/.ariit , i , 242.
•58 Aghdni, xviii , 31, Ibn Qutayba , Shier, pp . 94, 534, Ibn Salla rn, Tabaqdt , p. 467,

Marzubani, Mutuashshah , pp . 270, 273 r., 279.
159 JiiI;1i:(: , Bayiin , i, 207 , Jiil;1i:(: , /:layawiin, iii, 99 , Ibn Qutayba , Shi'r, p. 76, Ibn

Q utayba , 'Uyun , ii, 184, Ibn 'Abd Rabbih , ' Iqd , ii , 269, v, 296, 'Askar i, Sinii'atayn , p.
179, Husri, Zah r, p. 694 , Murtada , Ghurar, i, 372, Tawhidi , Im tii", iii, 59, Ibn Rashiq ,
' Umda , i, 187, ii , 128, Raghib , M uM<1ariit, i , 52, Aghiinl , xxi, 358 .



THE COMING OF ISLAM : BEFORE AND AFTER 37

Prophet) answered that single verses were quoted more widely .160 He was
right; but hiJie would never have been so popular among the general
public and the philologists if Jarlr, al-Farazdaq and others had not pro­
duced a large number of long invective poems. At their first performance
and no doubt often afterwards, these poems were savoured whole; soon,
however, outstanding lines and short passages were singled out and
quoted on countless occasions . This happened not only in later times but
during the life of the poets themselves; they do not seem to have minded
this fragmentation of their poems. Al-Akhtal complained that his line­
the best hiJa) known to him-:

People who , when the approaching guests make their dogs bark,"?' say to
their mother: ' P iss on the fire! '

was transmitted only by connoisseurs of poetry, whereas the line by his
rival J arir:

The Taghlibite , saying 'Ahem !' while expecting hospitality (or, as most
people interpret it , ' when his hospitality is expected'), scratches his arse
and quotes proverbs,

was recited by 'every wat er carrier or slave girl'.162 Both lines are often
quoted by anthologists and critics, especially al-Akhtals line, which is
praised for the ingenious way in which many scathing implications are
packed tightly in one line: miserliness (they do not want to receive any
visitors), no respect for their mothers, filthiness, dirty language, very
small fires (since they can be extinguished by a urinating old woman) ,
etc .163 It is, moreover, a funny line by its almost credible exaggeration
(al-Jal,li~ found it necessary to remark : ' O f course this does not really
happen: he makes them look contemptible and small-minded'). 164 Yet it
is possible to see why Jarlr's verse was more effective: the image it evokes
is more vivid and realistic , and it is decidedly funnier. After this line, it
was said , they would never dare to scratch themselves, not even if vipers
were to sink their teeth in their behinds. 165

' 60 Jal)i~ , Baydn, i, 207, Ibn Qutayba , Shi'r, p. 76, Ibn Rash iq , 'Umda, i, 187, etc . See
also the lines by Muhammad Ibn Hazim al-Bahi li, AgMni, xiv, 98 f.

161 By bark ing like dogs themselves, in order to discover a camp in the neighbourhood .
162 AgMni, viii, 318, cf. Ibn cAbd Rabbih, 'Lqd, v , 273, 301, vi , 187, Marzubani,

Muuiashshah, p. 224, Ibn Qutayba, CUyiin , i, 283, H atirni , Hilya, i, 346, Ibn Rashiq,
'Umda , ii , 181, cAbbasi, Macahid , i, 94, Mubarrad , Kiimil , p. 322, Naqa'ir/.jarir wa· 'l·
Akhtal, p. 89, etc.

163 Mubarrad , Kdmil, p. 734, Naqa'ir/. jarir wa- 'l-Farazdaq, p. 1052, Hatirni, Hilya, i,
349, cAskari, $inaCalayn , p. 441, cAskari, Ditodn al-ma'iini, i, 175, Ibn Rashiq, 'Umda , ii,
175, cAlawi, Tir iiz ; ii, 226 ff. , Ibn al-Athir , jawhar, p. 346, Nuwayri , Nihdya , iii, 276.

164 Jal) i~ , Hayauidn , i, 384.
165 A remark by Jarir, according to Ibn cAbd Rabbih, clqd, v, 273 , Hat irni, Hilya , i,

346, Marzubanl , Muioashshah; p. 209; cf. cAskari, Diuidn al-ma'iini, i , 171; or by an
anonymous T aghlibite according toJab i~ , Baydn , iv, 82 f., with more examples of similar
inhibi ting effects of hija'.



38 THE COMING OF ISLAM : BEFORE AND AFTER

The role of the urban illiterate class is difficult to assess; Arabic
criticism tends to ignore it. IfJ arir was successful with both extremes of
the scale of literacy: philologists and water carriers, this can be explained
by the fact that he alternated between two styles, especially in his hiJii?:
'He sometimes used a Jahill order of syntax and idiom, and at other
times a contemporaneous urbanized idiom' , 166 which is not to say that
the critics disliked the latter style. Short ep igrams or merely a few words
could break someone 's reputation if they were taken up by the populace
- especially young children (# byan) tha t can be called 'street-arabs' with
som e justification. Children , no longer checked by curses that were as
effective as Elisha 's (see the story in I Kings 2: 23-24), were a powerful
element. AI-cAjjaj insists on the ir presence during his slanging-match
with Abu Nukhayla: ' Leave them; they will decide who wins and will
pass it on (yughallibiin wa-yuballighiin) .167 Abu T ammarn teaches them
some lines on Khalid Ibn Yazid , who becomes mentally deranged when
they keep shouting at him 'Stupid Khalid! (ya Khalidu 'l-barid), . 16 8

Bashshar Ibn Burd pays Abu ' l-Shamaqmaq to prevent him from
tea ching children two coarse lines .169 Marwiin Ibn Abl Hafsa pays Abu
' l-Shamaqmaq for the same purpose . ' ?" the latter, asking money from
Abu Nuwas, is served instead with an epigram taken up by children .!"
Diibil pays a thousand dirham (five would have been more than suffi­
cient, according to his friends) to silence a poet of doggerels who had
made two obscene lines on him-in vain , for 'they became widely known
and the rabble , the lower classes and slaves loudly declaimed them ' .172

Children forced an administrator in al-Rayy to give up his post by
repeating the words from an epigram on an unfortunate incident : ' the
fault came from a fart (mina 'l-darti Ja'a 'l-ghalat), .173 A surgeon called
Nu sayr th rows stones at child ren who quote a poem by al-Husayn Ibn
al-Dahhak .F" Abu Said al-Makhzii mi complains that 'schoolboys, peo­
ple in the street and the populace ' have been taught an epigram on him

.66 J ayyusi, in CHA L , i, 406. In the pre-Islam ic period the differen ce between the
poet ic register and everyday speech was probabl y less pron ounced : the poetic idiom itself
was 'popular' ; cr. Muzarrid 's claim tha t his slave-girl s will sing his deriding verses
(Muja¢daliyyat, no . 15 vs. 14).

•67 Ibn Qutayba , Shi'r , p. 602.
168 Aghani, xx, 280, Safadi, Waft, xiii, 279, Yaqfit , MucJam al-udabd'', xi, 49 f.; the poem

is not foun d in the Diuidn,
' 69 Two different versions, Aghiini, iii, 194 and 195; Safadi , Waft, x, 139.
170 Aghani, x, 79.
• 71 Abu Nuwas, Diuui n , i, 57 , cAbbasi, Ma'iihid, i, 33; but cf. Ibn al-Mu -tazz, Tabaqdi ,

pp. 125 f.
172 Ibn al-M uit azz, Tabaqiit , pp. 265 f. , cr. R agh ib , M uMr/arat , i , 55 .
m Ibn cAbd Rabbih, 'Lqd, iii, 455, Bayhaqi, Mahdsin, p. 252 .
• 14 Aghani , vii, 214 .
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by Diibil , who had bribed them with rais ins and lotus-fruit. It is recited
by those who know him in order to blame him , as well as by those who
do not know him , since it was so 'easy to say ' , whereas no one was
interested in Abu Said's poem on Di'bil except connoisseurs of poetry.
Abu Sa'd flees from Baghdad to al-Rayy .175 According to Ibn al­
Mu'itazz, Abu Nuwas made many poems on Aban al-Lahiqi, none of
which became well known, in spite of his fame ; but the whole world knew
the three lines made on him by Abiin. 176 Said Boustany wonders , not
unreasonably, whether some epigrams by Ibn al-Rumi were not
primarily intended for recital by children ,177 and the same remark could
be applied to many other poets.

The poetic quality of all these poems may not be striking, but at least
they were effective , quoted not only by the ' street-arabs' but by the
anthologists and the critics :

I shall make hy'a' on you , if I live to do it , in poetry that is
not worth twopence , if they straighten it ;

Saying: it is bad . It is enough for me that the y say it is bad
and that it is recited. 178

Stories such as that of al-Makhziimi and Di'bil illustrate the incom­
patibility, in a poetic battle , of two contrasting types of hija'. The poem
of the former starts :

Donning the taylasan l 79 is not part of the dress of knights ;
No, nor is the turmoil of battle like the place of honour in a salon;
Nafnaf s striking the strings is not the striking of helmets ... 180

The rest of the poem is predominantly fakhr , self-praise . Di'bil , some­
what unfairly but effectively, uses a different register:

Abu Said, old bag,
who whores with his sister and his wife,

If you saw him, bending over,
you would think he is the arch of a bridge;

Or if you saw the prick in his arse,
you would say: a leg in the stocks.t'"

175 Aghiini, xx, 166 f., Ibn al-Mu'itazz, Tabaqdi, pp . 296 f., cAbbasi, Ma'iihid, i, 206 f.
176 Ibn al-Mu'itazz, Tabaqdt, p. 241; cf. seu, Awriiq (Shucarii') , p. 33 .
177 Anonymous; Suli, Akhbiir Abi Tammiim, p. 28, Marzubani, Muiuashshah, p . 575.
179 The dress of civil servants, scholars, judges, etc.
180 Aghiini, xx, 166. Nafnaf was Divbils servant.
18\ Aghiini, xx, 167, cr. xx, 169, 175; cAbbasi, Ma'iihid , i, 207 ; four more verses in Ibn

al-Mu'itazz , Tabaqdi, pp. 296 f., where Abu Said is the one who begins with an obscene
epigram; and see Zolondek, Di'bil, pp. 48 and 108 .



40 THE COMING OF ISLAM: BEFORE AND AFTER

It is a typical example ofa poem that would, predictably, appeal to boys:
an easy, short metre, colloquialisms (-marah for -mariah; a word such as
qaw~ara ' old basket or bag') and, of course , obscenities and grotesque
comparisons.



CHAPTER THREE

PHILOLOGISTS AND ANTHOLOGISTS

1. Early scholars

The tastes of the early philologists are more complex . The various scat­
tered statements ascribed to Abu cAmr Ibn al-cAHi? (d . c. 154/770) , Abu
CUbayda (d. 209/824-), al-Asma'I (d . c. 216/831) and their colleagues do
not always add up to a consistent body of criticism; at times their
utterances seem at variance with their philological activities. Of course
they may have contradicted themselves in the course of their lives. How­
ever, some contradictions are only apparent, due to imprecise,
incomplete or ambiguous wording. Thus we can explain al-Asma'T's
seemingly ambiguous attitude towards hijii'. He ' did not explain or recite
poetry that contained hiJii" , according to al-Mubarrad ,1 who bases
himself on al-Asma'T's pupils; a strange remark considering that al­
Asma'I compiled the anthology called after him the A~maciyyiit, a collec­
tion that includes both tribal and personal hijii' (no . 90 is an example of
the latter type); that he transmitted diuians containing hiJii' (e.g. the ' Six
Dzwiins') ; and that he, moreover, edited the Naqii' ir,i ofJarlr and cUmar
Ibn Laja? and those of Jarlr and al-Akhtal . Thus at least part of al­
Mubarrad 's statement is untrue, added probably in order to complete
the image of al-Asma'I as a critic dominated by reli gious scru ples, who
refu ses to explain a term related to the anuid", the astronomical dating
system damned by the Prophet ," and who would not expla in poetry if the
explanation interfered with Koranic expressions . This at titude has been
convincingly elucidated! as a desire to keep philological and religious
studies strictly apart ; but in that case there would be no reason to abstain
from studying hiJii'. Although he certainly transmitted hiJii', his reluc­
tance to explain it is confirmed by al-Jabi:? , who says,

I heard al-Asma'T say to a man who asked him about some dishonourable
tribal characteristics (mathrilib): ' By God, I will not say that I do not know
them well , but I ignore them out of scrupulousness (adacuhii taharrujanv . But,
truly, God has never instruc ted me in them !"

I Mubarrad , Kiimil , p. 449, rep eat ed in Suyu li, Muzhir , ii, 328, 404 and cr. Abu '1-
Tayyib al-Lughawi, Mariitib, p. 48, Abbott, Studies, iii, 154 note 8.

2 See EP s.v. "anwa'" .
3 Kopf, ' Religious Influ ences ' , p. 36, Bonebakker, ' Religious Prejudice ' , pp . 93 f.
• jii!)i ?, Bursdn, p. 69, reading in 'allamanfhii.
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Thus it appears that al-Asrna'T himself made a connection between
religion and an aversion to tribal hijii). It strikes us as rather hypocritical
or at least inconsistent that he should transmit and edit poetry that ought
not to be explained; after all, editing is merely the first form of interpreta­
tion and explanation. That he himself did not shrink from uttering coarse
language is evident from the same passage in al-Mubarrad's Kiimil,
where, when asked to explain a word, he refuses, saying, 'bi-istih wa-ist
cirsih, Up his (viz. the poet's) and his wife's!'

For a poet, mastery of hij'ii) is essential, according to al-Asma'T: as we
have seen, the status of Dhii 'l-Rumma was lowered in his view because
he fell short in madih and hijii).5 A 'stallion-poet' (JaM) must excel in virile
aggressive genres; Islamic religious ideals have no place in them. As al­
Asma'T said of Hassan Ibn Thabit,

Poetry goes soft if it is introduced into the Good. Take Hassan Ibn Thabit :
he excelled before and after the coming of Islam . But when his poetry dealt
with the Good, as in elegies on the Prophet , on Hamza, Jacfar and others ,
it went soft. (True) poetry is that in the manner of the 'stallion-poets' such
as Imra? al-Qays, Zuhayr and al-Nabigha, with descriptions of dwelling­
places and breaking up camp, with hijii), panegyric, love poetry on women,
the description of onagers, horses, fighting, and self-praise . But if you intro­
duce it into the Good , it goes soft.6

Here al-AsmaiI does not simply keep the domains of poetry and religion
apart but even suggests a direct conflict; a view that , taken literally ,
would damn all poetry as un-Islamic and sinful. It might be argued that
the opposite of the Good in this passage is the Indifferent rather than the
Bad-for what evil is there in description and praise? But polarities are
mutually attractive. Ibn Qutayba offers a version of al-Asma'T's words
that suggests that a black-and-white interpretation was in fact preferred,
if not by al-Asma'f himself, then in the course of transmission:

Poetry brings trouble (? nakid), its domain is Evil. When it enters the Good
it becomes weak. There you have Hassan Ibn Thabit : one of the 'stallion­
poets' of pre-Islamic times . When Islam came, his poetry went down in
quality."

It is remarkable that both versions of al-Asma'T's words are quoted with­
out comment: no explanation is given, no softening of their impact is
suggested, nor are they refuted. They are given merely as a striking, pro­
vocative statement which gives food for thought but should, it appears,
not be taken to be literally and generally true ; and this is no doubt a sen-

5 Above, p. 36.
6 Marzubani, Mtuoashshah, pp . 85 and 90; shortened in Murtada, Ghurar, i , 269.
7 Ibn Qutayba, Shi'r, p. 305 .
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sible attitude, for although al-Asma'f seems to be uttering a general truth
about poetry, illustrating it with the case of Hassan , it is likely that he
said it merely as an afterthought in a discussion of the merits of al­
Nabigha al-ja'idl, who, after a traditional introduction , continues a poem
with a pious wish : 'May God lead you into the coolness of the Gardens,
cheerfully, through a pleasing entrance! ' - Here his verse goes soft ,
according to al-Asma'T, to whom a sound critical judgment cannot be
denied. "

It should not be concluded that the worse the ethics, the better the
verse according to al-Asma'T, He condemns an excess of ' evil'; "Ham­
mad (Ibn Ishaq al-Mawsili) said: My father said: Al-Asma'I said to me ,
having recited some poetry of al-Hutay''a : He spoiled good poetry such
as this by his hi}ii) on people and his exorbitant greed '. 9 But hijii) is not
condemned as such: th e superlative (ahjii bayt) he uses in a positive sense
when he pronounces al-A'isha 's line:

You spend the night , in your winter-quarters, with full bellie s, but your
female neighbours (unde r you r protection , jiiriitukum) are starving and
spend the nigh t with empty stomachs,

to be ' the best lin e of hijii) said by th e cArab ' . \ 0 Although the poet exposes
his opponents for a ' cardinal ' bedouin sin , his verse is apparently not
' soft' : the 'Good' does not refer to ethics in general, to 'good or gentle
themes',1\ but to specifically religious themes. There is a difference
between lofty morals and religious ideals, although, understandably,
pious people tend to confuse them, tacitly implying that the former are
always derived from the latter.

Among the very pious was al-Asma'T's teacher, Abu cAmr Ibn al­
eAla). Being one of the' readers' of the Koran did not prevent him from
being an eager and extremely learned collector of early poetry (in a pass­
ing mood of excessive piety he is said to have burned a roomful of books
with his notes on poetry). In connection with hijii) he is often quoted for
his saying (resembling the words ascribed to Nusayb) that ' the best hiJii)
is what a virgin may recite in her private room without impertinence' . 12

• Marzubani, Muuiashshah, pp . 89 f. , Murtada, Ghurar, i, 269.
9 AgMn l, ii, 170; similarly, he says that Muzarrid ' spoiled his verse by his hija' on peo­

ple ' (Asma'T, Fuhiila, p. 495) . These two reports sound as if there ma y have been onl y
one or iginally.

10 Hatimi, Hilya , i, 345, cf. Qiili, Arnall, ii, 158, Mas'iidi, Murii], iii, 374, Ibn Dawud,
Zahra, ii, 147, Aghiinl, ix, 121, ' Askari, Mtlfun , p. 19, cAskari, Diusin al-ma'iini, i, 171 ,
173 f. , Nahshali, Mumti" , p . 173, etc .

I I Thus Abbott , Studies, iii, 143, note 215 .
12 l:Iatimi,ljilya, i, 365; cf. Marzubani, Niir al-qabas, p. 304, cAskari, Diusin al-ma'iini,

i , 176, Ibn Rashiq , 'Urnda, ii , 170, Zanjani, Mi'yiir , fol. 81a, Ibn Abi 'l-Isba", Tahrir,
p. 584, Hilli, Sharh. al-Badi'iyya , p. 13, Ibn Hijja, Khizdna, p. 95, Ibn al-Athir, Jawhar,
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Abu 'Amr was perhaps the first critic to compare, with some exaggera­
tion, the role of the jiihilz poet favourably with the urban, money­
conscious, readily vilifying poet of his days; as a result, he says, the
orator-preacher (khatzb) has a higher status than the poet.P

These and other reports show that to Abu 'Amr, al-Asma'I and their
colleagues ethical and religious standards are not wholly irrelevant to
poetic criticism. Aesthetic and ethical considerations alternately eclipse
each other, the former usually having the upper hand. But it was thought
bad form to let overtly religious ideas and poetry intrude on each other's
territory: it was not so much a matter of morals but of decorum and
aesthetics. No doubt partly because the Prophet had so vehemently
denied being a poet, poetry, and with it poetic criticism, were relatively
free from domination by Islamic ideals. 14

Religion, ethics and criticism of poetry are among the main concerns
of al-Jabi~ (d. 255/868-9) . When he writes on ethical subjects he con­
demns backbiting and calumny and describes their evil effects, such as
in his treatise The Art of Keeping Secrets and Holding One's Tongue: fault­
finding leads to fault-inventing and enlarging; 15 many famous wars and
feuds were the results of ill-spoken words and countless people were killed
by their own tongue.w In this treatise al-Jabi~ refers to 'speech' and 'con­
versation', never to poetry or hijii) in particular.

His poetic criticism, however, is only rarely affected by religious or
ethical considerations. His oeuvre as a whole is a treasure-trove for the
study of hijii); but whereas many examples of hijii) and its effects and
many early opinions are quoted, his own views on hijii) are not often

p. 311, etc. ; and see above, p. 36 . In Raghib, MuMrjariit, i, 255 Abu (Amr says: 'The
best vilification (shatm) is that which virtuous people (dhawii 'l-murii)iit) may mention to
each other and what religious people do not shrink from transmitting.' The same saying
is attributed also to al-Akhtal (Aghiini, viii, 300) - surprisingly, since some of his naqii)irj
are far from decent , even though he has been favourably compared to his rivals on
account of his efficient yet chaste hijii) in many of his poem (Aghiini, viii, 291, 300).
Similar ideas can be found in the present century: 'We shall not quote what a virgin or
an educated person would be ashamed to mention or to read' (Dahhan, Hijii), p. 6).

13 ja/.Ji?:, Bayiin, i, 241, cf. iv, 83 .
.. Compare cAbd ai-Malik's comment on al-Ra'T's lines: 'Vicar of the Merciful! We

are pious people, prostrating ourselves in the morning and evening; I Arabs who believe
that God has a right , sent down by Revelation, to alms tax on our property': This is no
poetry but a catechism of Islam, the recitation of a Koranic verse!' (Marzubani,
Muuiashshah , p. 249).

IS ji.i/.Ji?:, Rasii)il, i, 160, translated by Vial (AI-Ga/.Ji?:, Quatre essais, i, 87).
16 ja/.Ji?:, Rasii)il, i, 170, translated by Vial, op. cit., i, 96.
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stated explicitly. He does, however, at some length discuss the subject of
obscenity in prose and poetry, 17 making it clear that in his view obscenity
lies in the things and acts described, not in the description or quotation.
This attitude enables him to quote hiJii) of all kinds without scruple ,
including, for instance, irreverent quotation of the Koran:

"The earth would bring forth its burdens",
and Diibil would be put back into his mother's ist. 18

Al-jahiz is fascinated by anything out of the ordinary and delighted with
the odd sexual or scatological anecdote or poem. Fond of digressions, he
never quotes hij'ii)without a reason. In al-Bayiin wa- 'l-tabyin the effects of
hij'ii) are described; 19 al-Hayaioiin and al-Bighiilcontain much hijii? involv­
ing animals as well as people; invective and satire abound in his
numerous other works, dealing with classes or types of people such as
misers, civil servants, people with bodily defects , doorkeepers, lovers of
boys vs. lovers of girls. Even when writing about animals he finds many
pretexts for writing about people. As he says, 'the object of much hij'ii)
on dogs is in fact hij'ii) on a man, the dog being brought in as a means
to achieve the intended result'; 20 the same goes for most other animals
(who make it clear to us, in a tenth-century work , how much they resent
this);"

It is, of course, not true that only things and acts , not words, are
obscene. The very ierm fuhsh. is more often applied to words than to acts;
al-Jabi~ himself does so too . But when he speaks of obscenity he does not
strongly condemn it but describes and explains it. Thus, of a notorious
line by J arir on the mother of al-Farazdaq:

You can see leprosy on the lower parts of her labia , like the tuft of hair
beneath al-Farazdaq's lower lip when he is grey-haired;"

al-Jabi? warns us that we should not believe it:

This is merely obscenity (sajah wa-tajaMush) by means of which one seeks
to anger the reviled person . Angry and foolish people, when they are
annoyed, often say similar things. He who says 'You son of such-and-such
a woman!' does not think that people will consider his words as a true
testimony; he merely vents his anger.P

17 Ja!)i~, Rasii'il, ii, 91 ff., Hayauuin, iii, 40 ff.
18 Ja!)i~, Baydn, iii , 250 , from an epigram by Abu Sa'id al-Makhzurni; cr. Koran, xcix,

2.
19 See especially i, 156 ff., iv, 34 ff.; cf. Hayauuin , i, 352-66 .
20 Hayatoiin, i, 383 .
2. Rasdiil Lkhuuin al-Safii", ii, 217 .
22 Naqa'ir/.jar!r wa- 'I-Farazdaq, p. 440 , Aghtin!, viii, 35, xxiv, 211, Ibn cAbd Rabbih,

'Lqd, v, 300, cAskarl, Diwan al-ma'iini, i, 77, etc.; a different version in Mubarrad, Kiimil,
p. 455.

23 Bursdn , pp. 104 f.
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But foul language cannot but come from a foulness in the mind: this is
at least the implication of a story related by al-j ahiz about Jesus, who,
vilified by the people, replied with kind words; ' Everyone gives from
what he has (to offer)', he explains to his disciples.> When the latter, see­
ing a dead dog, say ' H ow it stinks ', Jesus says, 'How white are its
teeth! ' 25 What is inside must come out: three times al-jahiz relates the
answer of CUbayd Allah Ibn cAbd Allah Ibn CUtba Ibn Mas'fid (d.
971716) when asked why he, a pious scholar, made poetry : ' H e who has
a disease of the chest must expectorate'. 26

When al-jahiz defends the mentioning of obscenities he is not defen­
ding or encou raging the poets who employ them. It is clear that he
distinguishes implicitly between composing obscene invective poetry and
quoting it: the latter is thought to be harmless when the aim is no longer
the defamation of a person but the illustration of a motif or a poetic
technique . In this distinction al-Jabi?: was followed by numerous authors
and anthologists . Although he is aware of the damning effect of hijd? on
the reputation of its victims and describes it at some length, at the same
time, as if to justify his attitude, he takes pains to point out that much
hijii) is not based on facts (as the line by Jarir quoted above) or, even if
true, may give a distorted impression. For a prominent tribe or clan with
many virtues and some faults is often attacked in fierce hijii) which may
become popular, whereas an insignificant tribe without merits or bad
faults is ignored and survives scot-free ."? Some two centuries later, the
cynical Abu 'I-CAla) al-Ma'arri, or rather his persona the Mule, asserts
that, since poets are lying in hijd? as well as panegyric, ' censure by some
poet proves the merit of the censured ' .28

That hlj'ii) may be subjective al-Jabi?: illustrates by saying that ' an Arab
may loathe something and revil e someone for it , but if he himself is
afflicted with it he boasts of it. '29 But , he adds, in each case different
aspects are considered; and it is erroneous to blame the Arabs , as some

24 Jii\:1i~, Baydn, ii, 177, cf. iii, 140, Ibn Qutayba, 'Uyiin, ii , 370 , Ibn cAbd Rabbih,
'lqd, ii, 276, Hamduni, Tadhkira, ii , 119.

25 Hayauidn , ii , 163. These utterances of Jesus are not found in the New T estament;
they ar e apparently based on passages such as Luk e 6: 27 or 6: 4-5 .

26 Baydn, i, 357, 11, 97 , iv, 4-6 , the last time in connection with hijii). See also Ibn 'Abd
Rabbih , 'Lqd, v, 284-, Aghdni, ix, 146, Hu sri , Zahr , p.212, Ibn Kh allikiin, WaJayiit, iii,
116, Murtada, Ghurar, i, 399, etc .

27 Bayiin, iv, 36-39 , Hayauuin, i, 357-61. 'T he most ignoble (al'am) of people are those
nameless persons that are neither sati rized nor praised ' (ascribed to Abu 'Ubayda , Ham­
diini, Tadhkira, ii , 240) .

28 Ma-arrl, $ahil , p . 175. He goes on to deny that the reputation of a number of victims
of notorious hij'a> suffered at all.

29 Hayauiin , v, 174; many examples given in his Burian , pp . 10 ff.
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people do, because they praise and blame the same thing. so As Jarir is
reported to have said : 'Something may be (a reason for) praise but poetry
may turn it into blame; it may be (a reason for) blame but poetry may
turn it into praise"." .

It follows from this that hija) is not simply the negative equivalent of
madih; that it is not its destructive and therefore easier counterpart. Al­
Jabi? does not agree with those who had maintained this: 32

These arguments , mentioned as coming from Nusayb , al-Kurnayt .P al­
cAjiiijand Ru/ba, are adduced to vindicate them; which is ignorant, if these
words are authentic. For someone may have a talent for arithmetic but no
talent for speaking, or for commerce but not for agriculture, or for camel­
driving songs but not for the gay chanting of poems ... 3i

The implication is that hija) is an art in its own right which requires a
special gift. That al-Jal)i? admired this art in all its expressions is evident
from the large quantity of hija) that he quotes with obvious pleasure in all
his major works.

3. Early anthologists

In the time of al-Jabi? the first biographical and thematical anthologies
of poetry are compiled. Ibn Sallam al-jumahi''s Tabaqdt is the first
substantial representative of the former kind that has been preserved. In
an introductory part Ibn Sallam (d . c. 230/845) is concerned, among
other things, with the moral qualities of poetry. He speaks about ' godly'
and chaste poets in pre-Islamic times and of those ' debauched' ones who
do not mince words." From the examples it appears that he is primarily
thinking of erotic poetry;" but he is clearly aware of the fact that some
erotic poetry served as a form of hija), by involving the female relations
of the opponents. Jarir, says Ibn Sallam, ' in spite of his excessive hija),
abstained (yaciff) from mentioning women , and never made love poetry
on women other than his own ' ,37 Of course Jarir's alleged ' chastity'
applies to his love poetry only: his ' excessive hija)' is the opposite of
chaste . In fact , Ibn Sallam nowhere condemns hija' that is not chaste and

30 On this point see Khafiiji, Sirr, pp . 228 f., Ibn Rashiq , 'Umda , i , 249, Q artajanni,
Minhiij , pp . 74, 138, Sharishi, Sharh, i, 75.

3 1 Ibn (Abd Rabbih, 'Lqd, v , 328; cf. below , pp. 100 f., 115.
32 See above, pp . 35 f.
33 Al-Kurnayt had claimed that he would be able to make short poem s because he

could make long ones .
34 Baydn, i, 207 f.
3) Tabaqdt, pp . 34 f.; cf. above p. 15.
36 Tabaqdt , pp . 35-39.
37 Tabaqdt , p. 39.
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he freely quotes the vilest kinds. Indeed, hij'a' muqdhi': is mentioned as a
possible reason for the positive evaluation of poetry:

Much of the poetry that may be heard is forged, fabricated , worthless: it
has no value as evidence as (pure) Arabic.P" no moral content (adab) that
may be derived from it, no motif (or thought , macmi) that may be extracted
from it, no proverb that may be quoted , no impressive panegyric , no hij'ii)
muqdhi", no proud boastfulness , no choice love-poetry.P?

The last-mentioned four categories are the four major modes of Arabic
poetry, madih, hij'ii', fakhr and nasib; a list that is a good deal older than
some modern studies would suggest. 40 Ibn Sallarn himself follows a cer­
tain al-Usaydi who said, 'T he "houses" of poetry are four .. .' 4 1

A fair quantity of hij'ii' muqdhi' is offered in the lengthy sections on the
Omayyad poets, Jarlr, al-Farazdaq, al-Akhtal and their contemporaries.
Especially memorable lines, called muqalladiit , by each of the three poets
mentioned are listed. The word muqallad, 'made into a necklace (to adorn
or to disgrace)' ,42 is defined by Ibn Sallam as 'a self-contained line that
is well known and used as a proverb";'? 'self-contained' means needing
no other lines or a background story (fragments of two lines are in fact
included). A large portion of these verses is formed by lines of hij'ii',
though not of the obscene variety (al-Akhtal's line ending in biili 'alii '1­
niiriH comes closest). Ibn Sallam quotes some coarse fragments by Jarlr ,
such as lines on al-Ba'Ith, 'the son of the red-arsed womanr" but he
gives none of the passage of Ji'thin, al-Farazdaq's sister, surely the most
extreme part of J arir ' s sexual invective. 46

The Tabaqdt contains one longer poem of sustained pornographic
invective; however, here the victim is no chaste and pious woman as
JiCthin was;"? but the 'false prophetess' Sajah and her male colleague,
Musaylima. Al-Aghlab al-'IjlI (d. 21/641), an important rajaz-poet, des­
cribed their alleged sexual encounter 'in ebenso geschmackloser wie plat-

38 i.e. it cannot serve as linguistic evidence for 'correct ' usage .
39 Tabaqiit, pp. 5 f.
40 Trabulsi , Critique, p. 215, Schoeler, 'Einleitung', p . 10: both begin with Tha-lab.
4' Tabaqdt, p. 319. In the different version ofAghiinz, viii, 6 al-Usaydi is not mentioned;

that of Marzubani, Niir al-qabas, p. 27 attributes the list (called the four 'pillars', arkiin)
to Abu cAmr Ibn al-CAlii\ cf. also Mubarrad, Fddil, p. 109 , Ibn Rashiq, 'Umda, ii, 120.

42 Compare CAqll Ibn cUllafa's words quoted above, p . 36 and see Marzubani,
Muioashshah, pp. 185 f., where another etymology, ascribed to Ibn Sallam, is suggested .

43 Tabaqdi, p. 305, Aghdni, xxi, 305 .
.. Above, p. 37.
45 Tabaqdi, pp. 326 ff.
46 JiCthin is mentioned only one, Tabaqdt, p. 340, in a comparatively harmless line .
., Naqii)ir,l ]arzr wa- 'l-Farazdaq, pp. 222, 682, Ibn Qutayba, Shi'r, p . 472 .
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ter Weise', as Ullmann says.t" Tasteless and vulgar though it may be,
it is a vivid piece of invective that succeeds in its aim ; to show the
repulsiveness of the two protagonists of the poem. Ibn Sallarn offers no
comment, apart from mentioning the unlikely suggestion of someone
who ascribed the poem to Jusham Ibn al-Khazraj, long before the time
of Sajab .~9

Rajaz, by dint of its lower status, could not compete , as a rule, with
qarid or qasid, 'normal' poetry. Ibn Sallam relates that J arir said to
Hisham al-MaraT, a rather obscure rajaz-poet,

That knave (meaning Dhii ' l-R umma) has got the better of you (ghalabak)!
- But what can I do? I am a rajaz-poet and he is a maker of qasidas; and
rajaz is no match for qasid in hi,jii'.50

Jarir helped Hisham by making some lines for him ; and although Dhii
'l -Rumma saw through the deceit, Hisham was judged to have defeated
(ghulliba cala) Dhu "l-Rurnma."! The agonistic aspect of hijii' seems to
have interested Ibn Sallarn. He does not mention the more or less formal
muniifariit of pre-Islamic and Islamic times, but he uses the concept 'to be
victorious , to defeat' (GHLB) a number of times, 52 and explains the con­
fusing idiom: according to the Arabs, the passive participle mughallab
means ' (having been) vanquished ' , like maghliib, whereas the correspond­
ing finite form ghulliba means that the subject is the victor, ghiilib.53 Thus,
al-Nabigha al-Jacdi is said to have been defeated by Layla al-Akhyaliyya,
CIqal Ibn Khalid, Aws Ibn Maghra? and Ka-b Ibn JuCayl;5~ al-Ra'f by
Jarir ;55 Dhfi 'l -Rumma by Hisham al-MaraT and others.:" Tarnim Ibn
Muqbil by al-Najashr, who was silenced in turn by cAbd al-Rahman Ibn
Hassan.>? AI-Farazdaq claims to have defeated Jar"ir with 'The Eye-

48 Ullmann, Untersuchungen, p. 26; p. 22. Ibn Sallarn quotes thirty rajaz lines (Tabaqiit,
pp . 573-75); Aghiin!, xxi, 31 f. has twenty-six lines , one of which is lacking in Ibn Salliim's
vers ion. The story of Musaylima and Sajah is often accompanied by an obscene epigram
put in the mouth ofMusaylima, see e.g. Tabari, Tiirikh , ii , 273, Aghdni, xxi , 34 , Mas'fidi,
Muriij, iii, 45, Raghib , Muhddardt, ii, 248, Sharishi, Sharh, iv, 35, Zarnakhsharl, Mustaq sd,
i , 149. See also NafziiwI's 'sex manual' (The Perfumed Garden, pp . 79-85, The Glory oj the
Perfumed Garden, pp . 266-69).

49 Tabaqdt , p. 576 .
50 Tabaqdt, p. 473.
5 1 Tabaqdt, pp , 474 f. The story is quoted in Aghiin!, viii 56 f. , xviii , 18 f. , Hatimi.

Hilya, ii 50 f. On the practice of helping fellow-poets (muriijada) or asking others (istirfiid)
see Hatirni, Hilya, ii, 49-51, Ibn R ashiq, 'Umda , ii, 286 f.

52 Tabaqdt, pp . 105, 125, 329, 435, 467.
53 T abaqdt, p. 105; cf. Marzubani, Muuiashshah, p. 91, JiiQ.i? , Baydn, ii, 312, iii, 11, iv,

84, Ibn Rashiq, 'Umda, i, 106.
54 Tabaqdi, p. 105, Agkan!, v , 10.
55 Tabaqdi, p. 435.
56 Tabaqdt, p . 467.
51 Tabaqdt, p. 125.
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gouger' , 'The Harassed ' , 'The House of Him Who Sits Crouched' and
'The Fluttering Banners' , referring to various lines (or rather the poems
in which these words occur)-although neither vanquished the other in
the course of some forty years, according to Ibn Sallam.:"

One should not be led to believe that in all these cases there were for­
mal contests: the verdict was apparently pronounced by common opin­
ion, or the consensus of later critics, rather than a judge or arbiter. Nor
was it a universal rule that qa~ld-poetrycould be matched only with qasid,
for in some cases a remark in ordinary prose was sufficient to silence a
poet.>"

The Tabaqiit is not concerned with the Abbasid period; nothing in the
book indicates the existence, in Ibn Sallam's time, of new types of poetry.
The Book of Poets by his contemporary Di'ibil forms a contrast. Diibil,
who died c. 246/860 at an advanced age, was a poet, famous particularly
for his hijii). His book is not preserved, but from numerous quotations''?
it appears that it included many Abbasid poets. At the beginning of his
book, it is said, ' he warned against interfering with poets, even though
it be with the lowest-ranking in poetry' .61 Di'ibil himself did not shrink
from hijii) on kings and caliphs, but he exposed himself to the wrath of
poets only when he could not avoid it. 62

One of the differences between Abbasid and earlier poetry is the far
greater amount, in Abbasid times, of light-hearted hy'ii), humorous
epigrams, coarse jokes instead of angry invective . Although many of
Di-bil 's own poems seem to belong to the former category, according to
him hy'ii) is engendered by hatred or detestation: man ariida 'l-hijd?
fa -bi- 'l-baghrjii). 63 Similarly, anger (gha¢ab) had been connected with hy'ii)
by others: implicitly by Artah Ibn Suhayya (c. c. 861705),64 explicitly by
an unknown critic: 'hijii), threats and hurtful rebuke come with anger'. 65

That venting one 's anger is, next to humiliating one's opponent, an
important function ofhy'ii) is not always sufficiently stressed by critics and
theoreticians.w Di'ibils inclination towards hijd? was certainly inspired

~ 8 Tabaqdt , p. 329; for more instances of ghalab and its derivatives , sec e.g. Aghiinf, xiii,
38, 41, 193,329 , xvi, 208 , xviii, 18, and cf. Ibn Rashiq , 'Umda, i, 106-8.

~9 See Aghdni, xiii, 38, to be compa red with xiii, 41 where the answer is in verse, with
the same result .

6" Collected by Zolondek, Di'bil, pp. 133-80 and Muiaybid , Nusiis.
6 . Am idi, Muuidzana, i, 13.
62 Ibid .
63 Ibn Rashiq, ' Umda, i, 122.
64 Ibn Qutayba , Shi'r , pp . 80 , 522, Aghiin f, xiii , 3 1, Ibn Rashiq, ' Umda, i, 120,

Baghdadi, Qiinun, p. 467 .
6~ Ibn Rashlq , 'Umda, i , 120; on this type of gen eric classificat ion , see Heinrichs,

' Litera ry Theory ' , pp . 37 f.
66 But see abo ve, p . 45 and below , p. 79 .
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by an angry outlook on mankind in general . Asked why he endangered
his life by his invective on caliphs, viz iers , generals and everyone else,
he replied ,

I have found that benefit will be derived from people onl y when the y are
frightened. They do not take any notice of a poet , no matter how good he
is, if the y do not fear his wickedness .. ; The bad qualities of people out­
number their good qualities. Not everyone whom you honour is
honourable ; not everyone whom you describe as generous, glorious and
brave (which he is not) will be beneficent by means of your words. But
when he sees that you have hurt someone else's honour and exposed him,
then he will be wary of you for his own sake , fearing that something similar
may befall him .s?

True hijii? is hurtful and serious; joking insults are no 'true' hija', even
though they are still classified as hijii'. A poem by Ibn Abi 'Uyayna on
his cousin contains such lines as

Leave him to me, that Khalid, and I shall cut his heart-veins!
I found in his speech things resembling his farting.

The last line is:

When heads are (proudly) borne high , then cover your head and lower it!

When Muslim Ibn al-Walid (or Di'bil, in a different version) hears this,
he is shocked: 'My God, you have torn him to shreds and dishonoured
him! I thought you were joking and jesting, until , with your last line , you
ended _up in ugly earnest. '68

But not all jesting is harmless. The functions of hazl and jidd in hijii'
are complex , more than in other poetic modes. Mock-panegyric, mock
love-poetry or mock-elegies turn into satire or invective; but mock hijii'
still is hy'ii', if one disregards the rhetorical device called ta'kld al-madh
bimiiyushbih al-dhamm, pretending to blame someone, which turns out to
be a form of praise .69 The problem of hy'ii' is often that the text alone is
not enough to decide its nature: one needs to know the intention of the
poet and his refationship with the victim. Thus it happened that Muslim,
or Di'bil, was deceived at first by Ibn Abi 'Uyayna's poem. 'Khalaf al­
Ahrnar used to tease Muhammad al-Yazidi a lot (kiinya'bath .. . 'abathan
shadidan); sometimes he was serious, putting it in the form ofjesting (rub­
bamiijaddafih wa-akhrajah makhraj al-mazb). '70 Ahmad Ibn Rawh makes a

67 Agluini, xx, 125.
68 Compare the two vers ions in Aghani, xx , 111-13 .
69 See below, p. 104-.
7. Agluini, xx, 231, followed by a long obscene poem, cf. Marzubani, Niir al-qabas, pp .

76 f. , Yaqut , Mu'jam al-udabii", xi, 71 f.
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joking' obscene epigram on his friend Abu Nuwas, who answers in
earnest (jiiddan). 71 Making unserious hiiii) is a hazardous activity, as is
illustrated by several stories in which the victim thinks that the poet has
gone too far. It is told, for instance, how Yazid Ibn Mu'iawiya invited
al-Akhtal to make some not-incedent hijii) on him (uhjuniwalii tuftish); but
he ends up being angered by the result. 72 Similar stories are told about
Kuthayyir with al-Hazin al-DIII,73Abu Muhammad al-Yazidi with Salm
al-Khasir,Hand Isma'fl Ibn Jarir with Tahir Ibn al-Husayn. 75 Aban al­
Lahiqi and al-Mu'iadhdhal Ibn Ghaylan were friends, but they fell out
with each other after their mutual hijJi? for the sake of fun (yataCiibathiin
bi- 'I-hiJii');76 a line said 'as if in fun (ka- 'l-ciibith), by Artah Ibn Suhayya
causes an enduring quarrel with al-Rabf Ibn Qacnab;77 Bashshar Ibn
Burd mentioned a friend in a coarse line merely because he happened to
pass by , not even forced by the rhyme , as the angry victim remarks/P-e­
an excuse used by DicbiF9 and Hammad Ibn CAjrad8 0 in such cases. AI­
Ahwas shocks a friend by his hijii) by way of a joke (yumiizilLUh).81 Ibn
Harma takes too seriously an invitation by Ibn Mayyada to make mutual
hijii).82 People 's reactions being often unpredictable, one cannot main­
tain that in each of these cases the poet was at fault rather than his victim,
or that the poem was rhetorically, if not poetically, a failure (granted, of
course , that it was not intentionally malicious).

If the victims themselves cannot always discern between jokes and
seriously intended hijii), one cannot blame critics and anthologists if they
have similar difficulties . That Abu Tamrnarn (d. 231/845) was at least
aware of them appears from the way hijii) is dealt with in his very influen­
tial anthology called al-Hamdsa, the first to be arranged according to
themes . The chapter-division does not coincide exactly with the usual
traditional class ification of poetic modes; it seems somewhat erratic at
first sight , and Abu Tamrnam has been blamed, not always unjustly, for
putting pieces of poetry in the wrong chapters .t" To give but two

71 Abu Nuwas, Diuuin , i, 44 ff. , cf. Marzuban i , Mutoashshah, pp . 442 f.
72 Bayhaqi, MaQiisin , p. 261.
73 Aghiinf, ix, 7 f., 10 f.
74 Marzubani, N iir al-qabas, p. 83 .
7~ Ibn al-ja r ra h, Waraqa, p . 85.
76 Suli, Awriiq (shucarii') , p. 7, Aghiinf , xxiii, 157.
77 Aghiinf , xiii, 41.
78 Aghiinf , iii, 173 f.
79 Ibn al-j a rrah, Waraqa, pp . 22 f.
80 Aghiinf , xiv , 359 f. Compare Baghdadi, Tdr ikn Baghdiid, vii , 4040 , on Abu Nuwas,
8. Aghiinf, iv, 244 .
82 Aghiinf , iv, 369 f.
83 See , e.g ., T ha ciilibi, Yatfma, iii, 398, Klein-Franke, 'T he Hamasa' , pt. II , p. 169,

Gamal , 'T he Basis of Selection' , pp . 32 f., Van Gelder , ' Against Women ' , p. 63.
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examples, the first poem of the first chapter, on ' bravery' , containsJakhr,
madili and hijii'; and the last epigram of the last section, on 'blaming
women' , is not about women at all.

The fifth section, on hij"ii', contains eighty poems or fragments (the
average length is only about four lines, the longest piece 13 lines). I)iya'
al-Din Ibn al-Athir (d. 637/1239) found this chapter inferior to the
others;" and although Abu Tamrnam himself was an important poet his
own hijii' , too, was deemed inferior to his other poetry .85 There are
obvious differences in tone and style between Abu Tammams hijd? and
that contained in the Hamdsa, to be explained by equally obvious facts :
the hij"ii' in the anthology is largely by pre-modern poets ; most of it is
directed against tribes , whereas almost all of Abu Tammarrr 's hijii' is
addressed to individuals. Abu Tamrnarn is much coarser: obscenities
abound ; the Hamdsa is loftier in tone and subjects , even though some
scurrilous epigrams are included in the chapter on hijii).86 It is possible
that the two sections on hijii' in the Hamiisa and the Diuidn would have
been rather more similar if the latter had been edited by Abu Tammarn
as well: poets are usually more inclined to expurgation when editing their
own diuuin than are those who compile the work of others.

The last , rather short, section of the Hamdsa is entitled 'blaming
women' . Elsewhere'" I have tried to answer the question why it was not
included in the section on hijii' by suggesting that madhammat al-nisii? was
in fact an extension of the preceding section, ' pleasan tries' (mula!;.)­
there are some indications that the title of the last chapter was a later
addition not deriving from Abu Tammam. The chapter of mulah, too,
contains poems that could be called hiJii'; but like the poems in the last
chapter they are light verse , either unmoral , not concerned with morals,
or immoral, deliberately inverting accepted morals. The first six chapters
of the Hamiisa (together forming almost 95 % of the text) are strongly con­
nected with the standard virtues, and it may not be a coincidence that
there seems to be a correlation with the four 'cardinal' virtues that were
discussed by Qudama Ibn ja'far in his Naqd al-shi'r:88 -courage .:
iFlt~mg~.~..£e) ('aql)~ temperance (or continence , chastity, 'iffa)89 and

84 Ibn al-Athir , Istidrdk, p . 18.
85 Ibn Rashiq , 'Umda, i , 108, Arnidi, Muuidzana (unpublished part , MS Cambridge

Qq 286) foJ. 38a ff. , Husri, Zahr, p. 689 .
86 /:lamiisa (Freytag), pp. 648 f. , 654 f. , 68 1.
87 Van Gelder, 'Against Women ' .
88 See below, pp. 64 ff,
89 cljfa can be translated as ' temperance ' , like its or iginal , aCJ,)lpp0oV\I1j; but very often

it is restricted to the field of sexuality , see for instance K oran, xxiv , 33 , 60. Abu T ammam
himself uses 'ofifas the opposite of zdni; ' whoring' iDiusin, ii, 388).
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generosity are the main themes of ' bravery' (/zamtisa) , good manners or
wisdom (adab), chaste love-poetry (nasib], and 'guests and praise-poetry'
(al-arjyiif tua-'l-madzb), respectively: the first , th ird , fourth and sixth
chapter of the Hamdsa. The second, with elegies and laments, logically
follows on hamdsa, the main cause of mortality; and the negation of all
this is the subject of the fifth chapter, biib al-hijii'. Qudama's four cardinal
virtues are derived from the four Platonic virtues. P? These were known
to the philosopher al-Kindi,9 1 so there is at least a possibility that Abu
Tamrnam, a contemporary of al-Kindi, was familiar with them.f"

Abu Tammams criteria of selection were complex. He included
fragments because they were unusual , relatively unknown, and , above
all, because they were good poetry. But apart from the aesthetic quality
of the individual pieces it appears that Abu Tamrnam was led by ethical
principles in the plan of the Hamdsa. For him hijd?was, ideally, concerned
with virtues. This is not refuted by the fact that he applies the term hijii'
also to his own, sometimes scurrilous, invective.v' for there too he attacks
the supposed vices of his opponents. If the quality of the poems is some­
what below the standard demanded by the critics, the y may nevertheless
have been effective enough to the addressees (among whom there are
very few illustrious persons: another possible reason why Abu Tammam
did not strive for stylistic excellence) .

Many later anthologies entitled Hamdsa followed Abu T ammams plan
wholly or largely . Where they depart from it the ethical slant of the
original is often preserved. The Hamdsa compiled by Ibn al-Shajari (d.
542/1147), for instance, has a chapter on 'blame and reproach' (al-lawm
wa- 'l-<itiib) as well as hiJii'; both are 'ethical ' ; two brief chapters near the
end of the collection, on 'comparisons in hiJii" and 'pleasantries ' (mula!z)
include some unethical forms of hijii'. The same distinction has been pre­
served in al-Hamdsa al-basriyya (compiled in the 7th/13th century), where
madhammat al-nisii? follows hiJii' but is still separated from it. This
anthology, like many others, ends piously with repentance and renuncia­
tion of worldly things (al-iniiba wa- 'l-zuhd) ,94 to be contrasted with works

90 cf. Bonebakker, in Qudiima, Naqd al-shi'r, introd. , pp . 39 f.
9 1 EF, art. 'akhlak", p . 327b.
92 Often quoted is Abu Tammiim's repartee to crit icism by al-Kindi, see Abu Tam­

mam, Diuuin, ii, 250 , sou, Akhbdr AM Tammiim, pp. 231 f., Marzubani, Muuiashshab, pp .
500 f., etc . Rosenthal has some doubts about the story: it is ' too convincing' ('AI Kindi
als Literat ' , pp . 275-78) .

93 e.g. Diuuin, iv , 298 , 389, 402 .
9. For similar final chapters, see al-Hamiisa al-maghribiyya (d. GAS, ii, 74), CAli Ibn

Hamza's redaction of Abu Tammiim 's Diuuin, al-Suli's redaction of the Diuidn ofIbn al­
Mu'itazz, that of Safi al-Din al-Hilli ed ited by himself (cf. Schoeler, 'Die Einteilung', pp .
42, 45, 50), and works such as Ibn Hazrns Tauiq al-bamdma, al-Harlrf' s Maqiimiit , al­
Ibshihi's Mustatraf, al-Nawaji's Halbat al-kumayt, al-Hamdunr ' s Tadhkira, etc .
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that, like Abu Tamrnarns Hamiisa, end on a lighter note such as Ibn
Qutayba's 'Uyiin al-akhbiir, Ibn 'Abd Rabbih 's al-'Iqd al-farid or al­
Bayhaqr's al-Mahdsin uia- tl-masiiuii.

The great thematically-ordered Kitiib al-ma'iini 'l-kabir by Ibn Qutayba
(d. 276/889), although it ends in a contemplative mood with chapters on
elegies, old age, wisdom (adab) and noble character (makdrim al-akhlaq),
has no underlying ethical plan: it is concerned with philology, lex­
icography, and the idiom of early poetry. One chapter is entitled ' hija )
and hi,ja) on women' ,95 which seems to imply that hi,ja), properly speak­
ing, applies first and foremost to men: usually, in early poetry, if women
are reviled the aim of this is to put their menfolk to shame. It is for this
reason, perhaps, that the word madhamma was used in the last chapter of
Abu Tammam's Hamdsa. The standard virtues are male virtues; as al­
Husrf said, 'most of what men are praised for is a reason to blame
women and a disgrace for them. If women are praised for generosity,
fulfilling one's pledges, courage, intelligence , and similar male qualities,
these would be shortcomings for them and reasons for blaming them'. 96

'Niggardliness and cowardice are among the virtues of women'-a say­
ing ascribed by al-Ghazali to a woman (who is called intelligent, for
once);"

Ibn Qutayba discusses fragments of hi,ja) on men and women
indiscriminately, among them many of a scurrilous nature. But he quotes
them neither because he revels in sordidness nor in order to condemn the
poetry or the poets, but merely to explain difficult words and expressions.
In his al-Shi'r wa- 'l-shurard? too he is a philologist rather than a literary
critic, even though it is an important source of early critical views. As for
hi,ja), he has an open mind. In his polemical Kitdb al-Sarab he condemns
those who are fond of hi,ja) and mathiilib. 98 The introduction of al-Shi'r wa­
'i-shu'ara", however, presents both hi,ja) and madilt as the instruments of
God to lower or to raise people's reputations.P? Moreover, like al-JiiJ).i~

he disagrees with the view that hi,ja) is destructive and therefore easier
than madih:

It is not as al-CAjjaj said, nor is the comparison that he made appropriate:
as madfb is (a form of) constructing, so h!jii', too, is (a form of) constructing.
Not every builder who can build one type (of building) can build other
types. 100

95 Ibn Qutayba, Ma'iinf, pp. 559-601.
96 Husri, Zahr, p. 404.
91 Ghaziili, Counsel, p. 163, cf. Safadi, Ghayth, i, 249.
98 Ibn Qutayba, 'Arab, pp. 346, 357 f.
99 Ibn Qutayba, Shier, p. 63.
'00 Shier, p. 94.
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The sections on the individual poets include man y lin es of hija' and
anecdotes connected with them. When he speaks of khabitli al-hija'IOI he
con de m ns neither the lines no r the poet as malicious or bad ; it does not
imply that the victims are attacked unjustly . ' Ev il hija" , if an ything, is
praise rather than blame, for it refers to the bad effect on the victim 's
reputation by me an s of a successful poem. Obscenities are freely cited
but receive no comment. w? Ibn Qutayba 's liberal view on such quota­
tion , adopted from al-jahiz , is expressed in the preface of his 'Uyiin al­
akhbar. 103 The last part of this anthology , entitled 'Women ' , is similar to
the last chapter of Abii Tammam "s Hamdsa in that it is frivolous, full of
hija', mainly concerned with outward , physical appearances rather than
moral virtues , and not limited to women. J'" In both works the last
chapter serv es as hazl aft er j idd, relaxation after the moralistic nature of
the main parts. The CUyiin al-akhbiir , ' the fir st comprehensive manual of
Islamic eth ics' ,105 is intended to instruct through enterta ining; its instruc­
tion has a practical as well as an edifying side. It is interesting to observe
that at least part of such a work is decidedly and unashamedly unethical .
It is of course possible to discover a moral point in the quotation of a line
such as Diibils:

If you were as narrow-arsed as you are narrow-minded ,
or broad-minded as your anus is broad , you would be the most
perfect of peopl e walking the earth , 106

as a condemnation of narrow-rnindedness and passive homosexuality ,
even though the line is quoted in the chapter on 'ugliness' ; but in the
many epigrams on ph ysical im perfections no such edifying import can be
discerned .

One is tempted to say that it is fortunate for the history of Arabic
literature , and for our knowledge of hija' and light verse in particular,
that influential authors and anthologists such as Abu Tammam and Ibn
Qutayba (who was , moreover, an important orthodox theologian) had
liberal views on what can be written down. But it is likely that they con­
firm ed rather than shaped prevailing attitudes in their times; they con­
formed to a taste existing already in their society, a taste to which they
owe much of their popularity and influence.

101 e.g. pp. 203 , 288, 390, 433 , 469, 725 , 813.
102 e.g. pp. 340, 350 f., 370, 432 , 477, 632, 698.
10 3 CUyiin , i, muqaddima, pp. ldm-mim; cf . i , 318, 321 , ii, 210.
' 04 Ther e are chapters 'on ugliness' , ' on blacks' , ' old wom en and men ' , ' tallness and

shortness' , ' bea rds', etc.
' 0 5 £ 12, art. ' akhlak ' (R . Walzer an d H . A. R. G ibb).
roe 'Uyiin, iv , 39 .
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Theirs was not the onl y attitude, of course . Staunch moralists ,
intolerant of an y filthy or unethical utterances, did not always restrict
themselves to the field of religion ; some moved into the domain of adab,
whi ch can hardly be called an intrusion since adab had such strongly
ethical connation s. One of them was Ibn Abl ' l-Dunya (d . 281/894) ,
au thor of a number of moralistic works. In his ' No ble Qualities of Char­
act er ' (Makirim al-akhliiq), which consists of numerous a/.zadzth and akhbiir
with some poetry , without comment , the prime vir tue is ' modesty'
(bayi~ , 10 7 which is contrast ed withfubsh. l 08 'I avo id rev iling peo ple with
all my might , for the worst of men is he who seeks to revile ' , says an
unknown po et. t?? Similar quotations ca n be found in Ibn Qutayba 's
anthology, it is true. !!? the d ifferen ce is that Ibn Abi ' l-D u nya as a com­
piler of adab consistently lives up to his moral precepts, unlike Ibn
Qutayba. To the former, adab is ethics, to the latter, ethics is only part
of adab.

Ibn Abi 'I-D unya was more concern ed with piety than with poetry.
His minority op inion-among udabii? at least-on invective and
obsc enity was shared to som e extent by Ibn Dawiid al-Isbahani (d .
297/910) who wrote works on law and theology but whose main interest
in Kitab al-zahra is poetry . Most of the quotation s in it are given without
comment; but the chapter division itself gives an indication of his views
on the variou s genres and modes . Hijii? is subdivided into fou r typ es: ch.
68 'On those reviled for their deeds and upbraided for their nig­
gardliness', ch. 69 'On those reviled because they ran away from battle
and were afraid to meet the enemy' , ch. 70 'O n those reviled for th eir
ugly physique (quM khilqatih) or blamed for their evil characteristics (su )
khalzqatih) and ch. 71 'O n those revil ed for thei r origin , ap art from their
evident merits' .111

There is no system here ; a mere two moral qualities, a lack of
generosity and of courage, do not exhau st traditional bedouin eth ics,
although they represent its two most important aspects. However, the
last two sections show an awareness of the essential p roblem of the
justness of hiji). Most of the fragments quoted in ch . 70 are mix ed: hiJi)
on character and appearance combined , based on the inevitable associa ­
tion in the human mind, of moral with aesthetic repulsion. Al-jah iz

107 The wor k is struc tured on th e basis of a hadith in wh ich ' A)isha lists ten virtues,
see p . 8 (English introdu ction , p. 2); cf. H arnduni, Tadhkira, ii , 170 , Ibshlhi, Mustatraf,
i , 127.

108 Ibn AbI 'l-D unya, Makdrim , pp . 17, 19, 24.
109 Bellamy's translat ion , Makd rim , p. 13 and In tr od . p . 54 .
110 Fo r instance , Ibn Qutayba, 'Umda, i, 279 , also in the cha pter on ' modes ty ' .
111 Ibn Dawud , Zahra, i i , 146-69.
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quotes as a well-known saying: 'Ask what you need from people with
handsome faces";'!" a section of his al-lfayawiin l 13 gives examples of
' panegyr ic on account of beauty and other things' . Clifford Geertz has
remarked that

The Arab, and especially the Muslim Arab, concern with bodily integrity,
the tendency to identify physical imperfection with moral , has often been
noticed (There is even a special morphological class for adjecti ves denoting
defects-"mute," " blind," "deaf, " "lame," "scabrous," " demented,"
" moronic," " pregnant. " )1H

I am not sure that the Arabs, or the Muslims, are different from other
people in this respect, and the linguistic argument of the aFal pattern
seems tenuous.P" But it is true that the tendency mentioned by Geertz
is very often encountered in Arabic literature , and especially in invective
poetry the confusion or combination of moral and physical qualities is
frequent as a rhetorical but natural device , whereby the two aspects are
mutually reinforced . In the examples in al-Zahra that show this combina­
tion the moral ugliness is usually said to be the worse of the two :

Their appearances are ugly; but when you get to know them ,
their appearances are beautiful compared to what you know of them,116

-a line that could not very well be turned the other way round .
The quotations in the fourth chapter (no. 71) are most of them hijii?

on tribes and clans. None of the lines are explicitly obscene ; the last frag­
ment , three lines in which the consanguine female relations ( 'those
women God declared forbidden to him in siiratal-Nisii") of a hypothetical
opponent are called whores, induces Ibn Dawfid to add a comment on
improper hy'ii):

I did not wish to include in th is book any slander (qadlif), or to contaminate
it with any sort of foolish obscenity (ai-safah wa- 'l-sukhf) , or to mention in
it any hljti)on a tribe whose honour all Muslims ought to uphold , or on any
man who likewise ought to be respected . Otherwise this chapter- indeed ,
this whole book-could be filled with the various types of mutual vitupera-

112 J iil;1i ~ , Rasii'il , iv, 219.
113 Jiil;1i~ , Hayatudn , iii, 91 ff.
114 Clifford Geertz, Hildred Geert z, Lawrence Rosen, M eaning and Order in Mo roccan

Society: Three E ssays in Cultural Analysis , Cambridge , 1979, p . 207.
115 Sin ce the a.fal pattern is not used for typically moral defect s (cf, the Arabic for

'coward', 's tingy' , ' u ncha ste ', etc.) but almost exclu sively for physical propert ies (cf.
Wolfdietrich Fischer, Farb- und Formbeeeichnungen in der Sprache der altarabischen Dichtung ,
Wiesbaden , 1963), it can be turned again st Geertz' contention .

116 Zahra, i i , 161, an on ymously; the line is by Muslim Ibn al-Walid, see e.g. Aghiini,
xix, 34, xiv, 179, Ibn Qutayba , 'Umda , iv, 36, Ibn cAbd R abbih, 'Lqd, v , 38 1, Tabari ,
Tiirikh , viii , 665 , cAskari, Masiin , p. 21. On the theme of khalq and khuluq see also Raghib ,
M uM(iariit, i, 175 f.
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tion and boasting taken only from the Naqii)ir;lofJarir and al-Farazdaq, or
only from the two qasidas by al -Kumayt and Di'ib il , or the poetry of al­
Hakami"'" and the likes of h im with the exclusion of their predecessors . I
would not have quoted these three lines but for the fact that their motifs are
singularly good and well-nigh matchless for smoothness of diction and
justness of sense, and that there is no mention in them of anyone by name
or by his tribal affiliation .Jl 8

Ibn Dawiid has taken no spe cial pains to suppress or avoid personal
names in the other quotations : so it appears that he condemns only
obscenities, and in particular false accusation of unchastity (qadhfJ, the
only form of slander for which Islamic law prescribes a fixed punishment.
He disregards the difference between a formal accusation of fornication
and abusive insults in lampoons: his scruples are legalistic, not
moralistic.

117 Abu Nuwiis. As for the poems by al-Kumayt and Diibil , see above, p. I.
1 18 Zahra, ii, 169 .



CHAPTER FOUR

EARLY MONOGRAPHS ON POETICS

1. Between stylistics and ethics

Towards the end of the ninth century the first monographs on poetics
were produced. As for opinions on hijii), they are on the whole less infor­
mative than the anthologies. The brief treatise' Fundamentals of Poetry'
(Qawiicid al-shiCr) by the grammarian Tha'Tab (d. 291/904) lists hijd? as
one of the seven ' bases' (u~iil) of poetry, but from the two fragments
given as examples! we learn nothing; one wonders in fact why such a
well-known concept as hiJii) should need any illustration at all. One of
them, two lines by Hassan , is also used to illustrate what Tha'Iab calls
husn al-khuriij, ' good transition' .2T he various rhetorical and stylistic
techniques employed in hijii) are discussed, or at least hinted at, in the
many works on stylistics , of which al-Badi': by Ibn al-Mu'itazz (d.
296/908) was a pioneering one . Obviously, some figures of speech and
tropes are more closely connected with hijii? than others. Among the eigh­
teen sections of al-Badi': those on ta'rid and kiniiya ('insinuation' and 'allu­
sion "),? al-ifrii,t fi 'l-sifa ('hyperbolic description'}" and tajiihul al-iiirif
( 'feigned ignorance")" are the most obvious examples ; one of the sections,
that on hazl yuriid bihi ' l-jidd (,jesting which is meant seriously ') is in fact
a form of hijii).6 But there is no definition nor any analysis . In al-Badi':
and all subsequent studies of poetical stylistics and rhetoric, hijii) is used
in order to illustrate the nature of the several tropes and figures; one will
look in vain for treatises where the priorities are reversed and where the
nature of hy'ii) is analysed systematically in terms of the more important
stylistic devices employed in it.

Some of these devices are mentioned in passing. The monograph on
poetical comparisons, al-Tashbihiit by Ibn Abi cAwn (d. 322/934) , is first
of all an anthology , including a large amount of hy'ii), subdivided for the
most part on the bas is of the primum comparationis , with hardly any com-

I Th a'Iab, Qawacid, p. 38.
2 Qp.wacid, p. 61. The lines were often quoted by late r critics in order to illustrate

istitrdd, see Van Geld er , Beyond the Line , pp . 4-7 , 50 f.
3 Badi'; pp . 64 f.
• Badi", pp . 65-68.
s Badi", pp . 62 f.
6 es«, p. 63.
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mentary. But the author shows how praise can be turned into hijii? by a
simple exchange of predicates; anklets clanging noisily and silent,
muffled belts form a reversal (maqiiib) of the usual description of beautiful
slim waists and plump legs; 7 one digression shows the employ, in hijii',
of the 'impossibility ' motif: churning water , milking billy-goats ;" another
gives several examples of what is arguably the most primitive form of
invective, if it is not the magical curse: the flyting , consisting of simple
name-calling and strings of insults directly addressed to the opponent. 9

A particularly scathing form of hiJii' which denies being hiJii': 'you are too
despicable to deserve my hiJii" (mentioned before)!" is the subject of
digressions by al-Mubarrad.!' al-$uIP2 and others.P

None of the poetical anthologies from the ninth and the tenth centuries
are greatly concerned with the ethics of hijii' or its 'decency'. Gross
obscenities abound in works such as Ibn Abl 'Awn 's Tashbihdi, the Taba­
qiit ai-shu'arii'by Ibn al-Mu'itazz (one wonders why, on one occasion, he
feels compelled to say of a long hiJii'-poem: 'it is obscene so we have left
it out");'" al-Waraqa by Ibn al-Jarrab (d . 296/908), or the most important
o~ them all, ai-Aghiiniby Abu 'l-Faraj al-Isfahani (d. 356/967). A different
stand is taken by two authors of important treatises on poetics . Ibn
T'abataba (d . 322/934-), in his '!yiir al-shi'r ('The Standard of Poetry'),
rather nostalgically contrasts pre-Islamic and early Islamic poetry, where
each genre, as he thought, was 'based on truth' (apart from such
legitimate untruthfulness as in hyperbolic descriptions and comparisons),
with 'modern' poetry, in which the poets strive to be subtle, striking,
witty and elegant but are not interested in the truth of their praise or
censure.

Ifmadii: falls short of the quality that we have mentioned (sci!. truthfulness),
the poet who employs it as a plea will be deprived of his remuneration; and
if hiJii' falls short in this manner, the addressee will despise it: he will feel
safe from its becoming popular or people transmitting it and spreading it
about, deriving fun from its witticisms. 15

Ibn Tabataba seems to ignore the possibility that the addressee, too, as
well as the public, might not care much about the truthfulness of poetry.

7 Tashbihdt, p. 113.
S Tashbihdi, pp. 269 f.
9 Tashbihiit, pp . 291-93 ; other examples, in poetry and prose: Azdi, Hikdya, pp . 12 f . ,

119 f., 122 , 139-44 , Tha-alibi, Yatzma, iii, 35-37, Hamadhani, Maqiima no . 43 ('a1­
Dinariyya"), Tawhidi, lmtii", iii, 59 f.

•0 Above, p. t7 .
" Mubarrad, Kiimil, pp. 475 f.
•2 son, Akhbdr Abz Tammiim , pp . 41-50 .
•3 See e.g. Nahshali, Mumti'; pp . 215 ff., Ibn Rashiq, 'Umda , i , t09 ff.
1+ Tabaqdt, p . 336.
15 'lyiiT, p. 9.
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In order to facilitate the emulation of early poetry Ibn Tabataba pro­
vides a list of the occasions of praise and blame among the Arabs, ' some
of them concerning one's physical constitution (khalq), such as beauty
(Jamal) and having a well-shaped body (bas/a), others concerning one's
character (khuluq)' ,16 illustrated by almost seventy virtues. They are fol­
lowed by a catalogue of some thirty-five vices or defects . There is not
much system in these enumerations; some terms are very general and
include or overlap with others. The distinction between , for instance,
ghadr and khiyiina, or qubl: and damiima seems slight. But the tenor, how­
ever, is clear: hiJii)or madih may deal with intellectual , moral as well as
physical characteristics, but the last category is greatly outnumbered.! ?
Each virtue or defect depends on the circumstances: chastity when one
is tempted is better than chastity when one is not exposed to temptation,
stinginess is worse in the rich than in the needy.!"

The remaining parts of CIyiir al-shi'r are chiefly devoted to various
stylistic qualities. The author's opinions on the forms of hijd? prevalent
in his own days may be derived from what has been preserved from his
own poetry. Epigrammatic, it is never obscene. 19 Physical defects, how­
ever, are exploited mercilessly in poems on a leper and a pock-marked
face. "? In the former epigram the disease is wittily connected with the vic­
tim's alleged bastardy, and both imperfections are made subservient to
the main point of the attack : a certain Abu cAll al-Rustami's claim to be
a prophet:

You have been given some of the Signs of God 's Apostles
by which you are exalted above our heads:

You came by yourself, without a father ; and there is a whiteness
in your right hand: you are Jesus and Moses.!'

The other poem is an exercise in comparisons on a purely physical defect.

2 . Qudiima Ibn Ja'jar

Ibn Tabataba's reactionary outlook in c!yiir al-shi'r is belied, to some
extent, in his own poetry; he was, after all , an admirer and follower of
Ibn al-Muitazz , a 'modern' poet par excellence. Such a discrepancy is not

16 'lyar , p . 12.
17 They cannot always be clearly kept apart : qamdia ' smallness' implies ' insigni ficance'

and 'paltriness' , etc .
,. 'lyar, p. 13.
" The two obs cene fragments of early poetry quoted in 'lyar al-shi'r serv e to illust rate

an obscure motif, 'lyar, pp . 36, 37 .
20 Yaqiit , Mu'jam al-udabii", xvii, 155 f. , 'Askan, Diuidn al-ma'iini, i, 212 f., Sa fadi ,

Wcijl, ii, 79 f. , 'Abbasi, Ma'iihid, i, 180.
2 . A reference to Moses ' miracle, Koran , xx, 22, xxvii, 12, xxviii, 32, vii, 108, xxvi, 33.
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to be found in the case of his contemporary Qudama Ibn Jacfar (d. after
320/932), for unlike the majority of critics and theoreticians of poetry he
did not write any himself, as far as we know. His Naqd al-shi'r ('Critique
of Poetry') is the first true Arabic poetics, which attempts to give criteria
for distinguishing good verse from bad, by analysing the essential
elements of poetry, separately and in combination.

At the beginning of the book Qudama appears as an uncompromising
aesthete: poetry must be judged on the basis of its artistry and craftsman­
ship, not on the basis of its contents:

All maciinf (ideas, motifs) are at the poet's disposal ; he is free to speak on
anyone of them as he likes or prefers. No mainii that he wishes to speak
of is forbidden to him. 22

The ma'iini are merely the substance, the subject-matter (miidda
mawt;liiCa) , the working material to which the artist applies his art, just as
wood serves for the carpenter. It does not matter which ma'rui the poet
works on, 'be it lofty or low, obscene or in good taste, intemperate or
moderate, laudatory or calumnious, or any other praiseworthy or
blameworthy ma'mii", as long as the poet strives at reaching the utmost
perfection. For the same reason he is at liberty to contradict himself in
different poems, first praising and then blaming the same thing. One
should not condemn Imra? al-Qays, for instance, for his famous line
'Many a pregnant woman have I visited at night. . . ' because it is
' obscene' , for this does not affect the good quality of the poetry , just as
the carpenter's craftsmanship is not affected by the quality of the wood
he uses .P Apparently it does not occur to Qudama that one might be
tempted to blame the carpenter for his choice of inferior material ; more­
over, since the professed aim of the book is to distinguish between good
and bad poetry, it is, ultimately, not craftsmanship that matters but the
result , and a chair made of bad wood is certainly a bad chair.

Qudama professes not to be interested in the moral content of poetry .
Similarly, its truthfulness is of no concern to the poet or the critic:

A poet should not be praised for his ' sincer ity' . One may merely demand
from him, whenever he takes up no matter which maw, that he handle it
well at a particular time . One cannot demand from him that he will never
revoke whatever he has said at another tirne .F"

In love-poetry , too , good quality is required ; the poet's sincerity and his
beliefs are irrelevant. 25 The poet is obliged only to do justice to any par-

22 Naqd, p. 4.
23 Naqd, pp. 4 f.
2i Naqd, p. 6.
23 Naqd, p. 69.
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ticular ma'nd, according to its intended purport (al-gharad al-maqsiidi and
not straying from it. 26 It is here, however, that morals, excluded at first,
do come in, after all, through a back door almost as wide as the front
door. Qudarna begins his discussion of the principal aghriitj or modes with
sections on madih and its opposite, hijii).

At the outset of the chapter on madil: he approvingly quotes a famous
saying attributed to the caliph cUmar, who reputedly had admired the
poet Zuhayr Ibn Abi Sulrna 'because he praises a man only bimiiyakiin
lil-rijdl' .27 There are several versions of this saying; 28 the obvious mean­
ing is that Zuhayr is said to praise men truthfully, for their real
qualities.:" Qudama apparently takes it to mean, however, that Zuhayr
praised them because of what is fitting for men: not necessarily for their
real qualities but for what should be their qualities. This is evident from
his version of the saying (with the modal yakiin, li- instead of fi, and the
generalizing plural ' men '), from his subsequent paraphrase (bimiiyakiin
lahii uia-fili toa-bimayaliq bih), and , more important, from his treatment
of the poetic modes.

These qualities, the proper subject of panegyric poetry, are restricted
to four cardinal virtues: intelligence, courage, justice, and temperance or
chastity (Caql, shajiiCa, Cadi and Ciffa) , and the virtues derived from each
of these, separately or in combination. Praising someone for other
reasons is wrong.t? Irrelevant, accidental properties can be no cause for
praise;" Thus the description of someone's handsome body or
appearance should be left out of madih , nor should one praise someone
on account of his noble ancestry.32 In support of his view Qudama quotes
cAbd al-Malik Ibn Marwan , who criticized a line by Ibn Qays al­
Ruqayyat : 'The crown glitters on the top of his head, above a forehead

26 Naqd, p. 23, reiterated in similar words pp . 28 and III .
21 Naqd, p. 28 .
28 As in Naqd al-shi'r: Marziiqi, Shatl: al-Hamdsa, i, 9; bimii ft 'l-rijdl: Amidi.

Muwiizana,i , 276 ; bimd yakiinfi 'l-rijdl : Husrl, Zahr, p . 90, Raghib, Mu~iit/.ariil, i , 47; bimii
huwa fih : Ibn Qutayba, Shier, p. 138; bimii yakiin fi: Aghdni, x, 290; bimii fth: Aghdni, x,
289 , Ibn Salliim, Tabaqdi, p. 52, Ibn Rashiq, 'Umda, i , 98, Suyiiti, Muzhir , ii , 482; yet
oth er versions in Qurashi,Jamhara , p. 57, Ibn (Abd Rabbih , 'Iqd , v , 270 (Iiiyamda~ illii
mustahiqqan'[, Kalii(i , l~kiim , p. 258 , etc.

29 Compare , for instance, Hassan Ibn Thiibit : ' In form Hawiizin (. .. ) that I make hy'ii'
on them only bimdfihd ', Diiodn, p. 256 , Khalidiyyan , Ashbiih, ii, 202 , and cUmar on al­
Hutay''a: ' He praises and blames people bi-ghayr md fihim" , Aghiini, ii , 189.

30 Naqd, p. 29; in the course of the discussion 'j ustice' is equated with 'generosity' ,
sakhd", or Jiid (its bedou in near-equivalent) and replaced by it. cr. pp. 31, 51. 'Justice '
reappears (p . 112) and ' generosity' (jiid) is called part of it (pp. 29 , 116).

3 . Naqd , pp . III f.
32 Naqd , pp. 112-14 .
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like gold', although it appears from other sources" that the caliph merely
objected to the crown ('as if I were some foreign king! ').

In all this Qudama restricts himsclfto panegyric on men (whether they
be kings, generals, civil servants, artisans, bedouins, thieves), because it
is the commonest type, as he says.P" As for the description of women,
usual in poetry, he refers to another chapter: that on nasib. But the rules
of panegyric do not count there; it is defined as 'the mentioning by the
poet of the physical and moral qualities of women (khalq al-nisa? wa­
akhldqahunnas and the various circumstances of his love for them' ,35 Nasib
is a specific form of ioasf, 'description', Qudama does not consider
women as possible objects of true madih, hu'a' or rithd? ('elegy', which is
merely one type of madf~),36

Hu'a' being the opposite of madih, it follows for Qudama that the same
restrictions apply to it as well .?? Ironic praise on account of 'false' virtues:
large numbers of large bodies of the members of a tribe, fits in well with
hija', for by granting these true facts the poet enhances the credibility of
his hU(i',38 Again, only the 'virtues of the soul' (alja(ia'il al-nafsiyya)
should be the subject of hija' proper:

If, for instance, one charges someone with having an ugly face, a small
stature, a tiny body, or with being poor, in difficult circumstances, or
descended from undistinguished people , whereas his own deeds are good
and his qualities noble and virtuous; or (if one charges him with the fact)
that his parents did the wrong thing while he does the right thing, or that
they went astray when he is found to follow the right course; or with the
small number (of his clan) when he is noble; or with a lack of acumen (?)39
when he is serious and keen : then I do not consider this as true hijii', 40

33 Aghdni, v, 79; cf. Arnidi, Muwiizana, ii, 367, Khafaji, Sirr, pp. 250 f.
3. Naqd, p. 28.
35 Naqd, p. 65.
36 Naqd, p. 49.
3 7 Naqd, pp . 44, 48 f.
38 Naqd, p. 44,
39 'adam al-nizdr] One MS has 'adam al-nussdr 'lack of helpers'; another has 'adam al­

n.rjiir: either nurjiir '(lack of) gold ', which make some sense, or niddrlnuddr '(lack of) roots
or origin', which makes even more.

• 0 Naqd , p. 114. Compare Jonathan Swift ('On the Death of Dr. Swift'):
His satire points at no defect ,
But what all mortals may correct ;
For he abhorr'd that senseless tribe
Who call it humour when they jibe:
He spar'd a hump, or crooked nose ,
Whose owners set not up for beaux.

When a poet describes his own poetry in this vein one can be reasonably certain that he
is lying. Compare the case of Ibn Aflah (d . 535/1141) (Ibn Aflah, Muqaddima, English
introd., pp. 7, 10-12).
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All Qudama's illustrations are of the type that he recommends: in his
discussion of the poetic modes there are no examples of 'improper' hijii).
Although he does not explicitly condemn obscene expressions or motifs
one might say , with Charles Pellat , that Qudama 'stood up against the
grossness of hidjd?" ,41 because most of the grossness rife in Abbasid invec­
tive consists in what would be improper hifii) by Qudama's standards.
But obscenity did not matter all that much to him, it seems; or he would
not have illustrated a form of antithesis by means of a line by Khawla
Bint CUyayna (read CUtayba) Ibn Mirdas: 'He rubs his hot prick against
her cold bottom, just as Zamya? asks for the penetration of Ibn Ghalib's
prick ' .42

Qudama's poetics looks as if it were prescriptive: but it is intended
primarily , as he says , as a means of judging existing poetry, rather than
instructions in making poetry oneself. He is hardly interested in Abbasid
poetry at all; as a result there is a certain discrepancy between his theory
and his illustrations of hijii). All the cardinal and secondary virtues men­
tioned by him are those of the individual. Most of Qudamas examples,
however, are taken from tribal hijii), where virtues or vices are collective
and affect every individual in spite of his personal merits, as al-jahiz had
observed:

When the Arabs find that one man of a tribe has done a bad thing they
charge the whole tribe with it , just as a tribe is praised for a good deed, even
though it was done by onl y one person .:"

Such praise or blame is improper in Qudama's system . He is able to find
some support, in early poetry , for his opinion that being taunted with
ugliness , small numbers or pove rt y cannot detract from a person or a
group'" (the examples show in fact that these very themes of hijii) were
frequently and effectively used) , but , significantly , the view that one's
lineage or the conduct of one's parents does not matter is not cor­
roborated by a line of verse, simply because such an opinion is not to be
found in serious early poetry (and hardly ever in later times , for that
matter) .

Qudama 's opinions are not in need of support taken from poetry itself:
he claims that their correctness is proved , first of all, by ' sound reasoning

+1 EP , art. ' hiQjii" .
+2 Naqd, p. 80. I have not found the line elsewhere . Ibn Ghiilib is al-Farazdaq , Zam ya?

the 'amma of al-L a'In al-Mi nqari. Perhaps Khawla is a corruption : an aunt (khiila) of
' Utayba Ibn Mirdiis is said to have mad e coarse hi.jii' on al-La'Jn aI-M inqari (Ibn
Qutayba , Shier, p. 370).

H Jiil;li~ , Bukhata', p. 234, with exampl es; see Aghdni, xxi, 305 for the opinion that
' nobody can be praised whose people are the subject of hijti" and compare Mohammed 's
anxi ety about Hassan 's hijii' on Quraysh, abo ve, p. 22.

++ Naqd, p. 115.
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and open-minded speculation '. 45 There can be no doubt that this reason­
ing was influenced by Greek views . The four 'Platonic' cardinal virtues
were well known in Qudarna's time; he himself quoted Galen's 1te.pt i}8wv,
Fi akhldq al-nafs.": It is much less certain that Aristotle's Rhetoric or Poetics
inspired Qudama to introduce ethics in his poetics. Bonebakker sees ' no
clear trace' of these works in Naqd al-shi'rv" Ihsan cAbbas, however,
discerns the influence of the Arabic translation of the Poetics, where
tragedy appears as madii: and comedy as hijii), dealing with virtues and
vices, respectively .48 Others have maintained that Qudarna knew and
used the Rhetoric, in which ethics plays a large part. 49

It is true that some of the passages of the Rhetoric look promising in this
respect: the nine virtues enumerated in Rhet. 1366a-b include Qudama's
four cardinal ones (shajiiCa, ciffa, sakhd? and hikma in the Arabic transla­
tion) ; more important, Rhet. 1367b offers the distinction between essen­
tial and accidental qualities in praise. The translation of the Greek, by
W. Rhys Roberts , runs:

Praise is the expression in words of the eminence of a man's good qualities
(.. .) Encomium refers to what he has actually done; the mention of
accessories , such as good birth and education , merely helps to make our
story credible-good fathers are likely to have good sons, and good training
is likely to produce good character.

The early Arabic translation, however, is far less clear.>" it is difficult to
see how Qudama-i-whose views here run counter to Aristotle'sv-e-could
have derived anything from it, unless he knew a better version. 52 Aristo­
tle also said,

., Ibid .
•• Naqd, p. 45, d. Bonebakker's introduction, pp. 39 f. In the Arabic summary of

Galen 's Ethics the four virtues appear as ciffa, najda, 'addla andfahm Ualiniis, Akhliiq, p.
33). In the same passage he distinguishes between the pairs 'good' vs. 'evil' (khayr and
sharr) and ' beautiful' vs . ' ugly ' (jamll and qablb); but the latter pair is used in both a moral
and a physical sense.

47 Naqd, introduction, pp. 41 f. ; d. Bonebakker, 'Aspects', p. 92 .
•• cAbbas, Tiirlkh al-naqd, pp. 197 f.
.9 Taha Husayn , introd . to (Pseudo-)Qudama, Naqd al-nathr, pp. 18 f., Trabulsi, Criti­

que, p. 86, Von Grunebaum, Medieval Islam, p. 325.
50 Aristotle, Ars Rhetorica. The Arabic Version, ed. M. C. Lyons, i , 47; Aristotle, al­

Khitiiba , ed. Badawl, p. 43 .
5. d. Naqd al-shi'r , p. 113, condemning a poem by Ayman Ibn Khuraym: 'Many peo­

ple are unlike their forefathers in virtue, and this poet mentions nothing but forefathers'.
52 Whatever the extent of Greek influence on Qudama, he did not slavishly follow. His

system of 'composite' virtues seems to have been his own contribution, no doubt inspired
by the same spirit that made him consider the possible combined effects of the four
'elements of poetry' . Tetrads are omnipresent in Arabic literature. It is tempting, though
probably unwarranted, to connect the four Platonic virtues with the four 'pillars of
believing' in a saying attributed to cAli Ibn Abi Talib: sabr, yaqin, cadl, jihad (Qiill, Amiill,
iii , 171), roughly corresponding to Qudarna's 'iffa, caql, cadl and shajiiCa, respectively.
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Praise , again, may be serious or frivolous; nor is it always of a human or
divine being.~3

The Arabic translation changes this into:

It often happens that a human or spiritual being is praised for a virtue or
something other than a virtue.~4

Through a mistake ' fr ivolous' praise has become 'praise for something
other than a virtue' , which tallies well with Qudama's view. Yet, on the
whole it seems more likely that he developed his theory independently of
Aristotle's texts, while being superficially influenced by Greek logic and
ethics.

It is not possible to determine with certainty Qudama's ulterior reason
for restricting praise and blame to the Platonic virtues and the corre­
sponding vices . There are no indications that he saw the poet as a moral
teacher in society, since then he ought to have condemned all or most
hij"a): as it is said in the 10th-century Epistles of the Ikhiodn al-safii", praise
and admonitions reform (mu#i~) in contrast to corrupting (mujsid)
discourse such as abuse and intimidation, which lead to enmity and
hatred .~~ Possibly Qudama's criterion was that characteristics should
only be praised or blamed on the strength of what they produce or effect:
what counts is not sorneones appearance or origin, but his deeds. Strictly
speaking, moral responsibility should not necessarily come into this; one
is not responsible for all one 's deeds. But to Qudama it was probably a
matter of personal justice: his conscience told him , it seems, that it is not
merely pointless but unfair to praise people for things for which they can­
not be held responsible; when he asks for ' true ' hiJa) (hiJa)an Jariyan 'ala
'l-haqqi ,56 the word baqq means ' tru th' as well as 'deserved right ' .

There is a contradiction in this case : as said before , according to
Qudarna a panegyric poem ought to describe an ideal type rather than
a real person.s? which is not strictly just; and if, as he says , hy'a) is the
opposite of madih, then hya) should also be concerned with types instead
of reality, and describe a petty sinner as a paragon of vice , which is
unfair. In order to save Quddrna's work from this inconsistency one
could perhaps argue that to him 'justice' is strictly ' poetic' : the ethics
applies only to the ideal type, the ' perfect man' depicted in the poem, or

~3 Rhet. 1366a , translation by W . Rh ys Roberts.
5< Ars Rhetorica (ed . Lyons), p. 42, Khitdba (ed . Badawi) , p. 38; cf. Ibn Slna, Khatdba,

p. 84, Ibn Rushd , Talkhis al-Khatdba, p. 142. The difference is apparently due to the
translator 's mistaken opin ion that crnou811 can be translated here as fadila; cf. also Rhet.
1415b.

55 Rasii'il Ikhwiin al-$aj ii', i, 391.
56 Naqd, p. 114.
57 See above, p. 64; cf. Naqd, pp . 38-42.
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his less perfect counterpa rt in invective, and not to the real person who
caused the poem to be made in the first place. Yet , since Qudama brings
in ethics (justice being one of its four pillars) , it is likely that he intended
his theor y to be ethical itself in its proper sense: that is, tak ing it for
granted that praise and blam e must be justly deserved ; and this is how
later critics interpreted Qudama's views.

If his reasoning went like th is, then he thought it to be self-evident, for
he does not say it clearly . H e justifies his restriction by postulating that
men should only be praised for specifically human virtues, by which they
are distinguished from an imals.58 Since he calls intelligence ('aql) ' the
grea test of the virtues ' and ' beastliness' on e of the results of blindness of
the rational discriminating faculty (al-quww a al-mumayy iza ),59 we may
conclude that moral responsibility, dep endent on a ra tional choice
between good and evil, was , indeed , Qudama' s cr iterion .s? However, if
the sta tus of the only intellectual virtue is rai sed above the other, moral ,
ones, it stops being a virtue by Qudama 's own standards. Thus he
creates a problem that he does not atte mpt to solve: it is difficult to see
how stupid people can be blamed at all , since , lacking the means of
making a choic e, they are not morally responsible .

The problem has a broad er dimension which did no t remain unnoticed
by critics of Qudama's critique. For even in those gifted with
int elligence , good acts may be involuntary. In Galen 's work on ethics,
of which Qudama apparently knew avers ion ,6 1 character (khuluq) is
defined as 'a condition of the soul that induces man to perform acts of
the soul without reflection or chocice'. 62 Yahya Ibn 'Adl (d . 363/973), the
Jacobite translator and philosopher, adds that ' in some people it may be
an instinct and a natural disposition; in others it is brought about only
through exercise and exertion'. 63 According to his teach er al-Farabl (d .

58 Naqd, p. 29.
59 Naqd, p. 45, and see Bonebakker's introd. p. 39.
60 Compare, for instance, the definition of madh by a mu ch later th eolog ian inclined

towards philosophy, al-Sayyid al-Sharif al-]urjani (d . 816/141 3): ' I t is praise (thanii') with
the tongue (by means of language) for a good deed done voluntarily (ikhtiyiiri) and inten­
tionally' (TaCrifiit, p. 219; d. Tahanawi, Kashshiij, s.v. hamd, pp . 288-90) .

61 Naqd, introd. p. 39.
62 Jalinus, Akhldq, p. 25, reading ikhtiyiir instead of ikhtibar, cf. Rosenthal , Fonleben, p.

120. Walzer (Greek into Arabic, p. 147) translates 'accurate knowledge', thus reading
ikhtibiir; but compare the similar passage in Yahya Ibn CAdi, Tahdh ib al-akhldq, in Rasii)il
al-bulagha", p. 485, which has ikhtiyiir. The reading ikhtibiir ' trying to find out, exa mina ­
tion' can be defended: see definitions of khuluq by al-j urjani (TaCrifiit. p . 106) an d al­
Tahanawi (Kashshiif, p. 446) which have 'without the nee d for tho ught or reflection' (read
rawiyya. not ruya as in Tacrifiit).

63 Tahdhib al-akhldq, in Rasii)il al-bulagha", p. 485. A C hris tian , he states that most peo­
ple are predisposed towards bad akhliiq, 'for evil prevails in human na ture' (pp. 485 f.).
The same distinction between inborn and acquired vir tues , present already in Aristo tle's
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337/950) the virtues and vices were not innate , but a natural disposition
to virtues or vices could exist ; one cannot be blamed or praised for this
natural state, but only for a habitual state of repeated actions.P" In short ,
Qudiima's poetics leads one into a multitude of implications in the fields
of ethics, psychology and free-will vs . predestination, all happily ignored
by him . This is understandable: he does not pretend to be a theologian
or philosopher. When he, implicitly postulating free-will , concludes that
praise and blame are possible depending on it , his logic is no worse than
that of some theologically interested people who, conversely, want to
prove the existence of free-will by means of the existence of praise and
blame: some Mu'tazilites say, according to al-Nashi? al-Akbar (d.
293/906), poet and theologian : ' Generosity and stinginess are among the
acts of people, for they are praised and blamed for them.s" and they
would not be praised or blamed for what God does with them, but only
for what they do themselves' .66

The main defect of Qudiima's approach to poetry is, however, not its
neglect of ethical and theological niceties, but its remoteness from the
practice of the poets, and , indeed, from ordinary parlance. Not only are
people constantly derided in hija' or praised in madib and fakhr for their
appearances, their origins, etc. , but animals are credited with qualities
of character that seem identical with the same virtues that Qudiima called
human virtues par excellence (Aristotle , on the other hand, had not
excluded ' inanimate things, or the humblest of lower animals' as objects
of praise);" Qudiima does not indicate the extent of the gap between his
ideals and existing poety: from the text of Naqd al-shi'r alone no one could
guess that Qudiima damns most hija' of his own days and of earlier
periods.

His method of analyzing poetry never gained much popularity, but
many of his ideas were taken over or at least discussed. Abu Hiliil al­
cAskari (d . after 400/1010) uncritically paraphrases Qudiima on proper
and improper hija';68 al-Marzubani (d. 384/993) cites him on faulty
hija';69 Usiima Ibn Munqidh (d. 584/1188) summarizes him with: 'Praise
someone for the characteristics of his soul, not for the characteristics of

Ethics, can be found , for instance, in Rasa'i/ lkhuuin al-Safii", i, 305 f. It does not matter
much whether we speak of 'instinct' or 'intuition' , the differ ence being mainly that , as
Addison said , 'our superiors are guided by intuition , our infer iors by instinct ' .

~. Farabi, FUfiil. pp . 109 r. , transl , pp . 32 f.
65 Presumably in the Koran .
66 Van Ess, Friihe mu'tazilitische Hdresiographie, Arabic text , p. 101, cf. German text p.

145.
67 Rhet. 1366a.
68 cAskarf, $iniiCatayn, pp. 104 f. , 110-12, Diuuin al-ma'iini, i , 202.
69 Muuiashshah, pp. 346-49.
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his body";'? he supports Qudama's view of panegyric without reserve:
' V yin g in excellence 'should be on account of morals. For man is unfree
as to his constitution, free as to his moral characteristics (mujbar cala '1_
khalq, mukhayyar cala 'l-khuluq).'71 AI-I:Iu:.-rI (d. 413/1022) quotes him on
the virtues in panegyric poetry. 72

The first to criticize Qudarna was, apparently, al-AmidI (d . c.
370/981). His Tabyin ghalat Qudama IbnJa'jarfi Naqd al-shi'r, 'The Exposi­
tion of Qudama Ibn Jacfar's Errors in his Critique of Poetry', 73 has unfor­
tunately not been preserved; that it attacked Qudama on the point in
question is clear from a passage in his al-Muiudzana, 'The Balancing', a
comparison of the poetry of Abu Tarnrnam and al-Buhruri. In the
chapter on madili a section is devoted to 'what they (scil. the two poets)
said concerning beauty, splendour, awe-inspiringness, magnificence and
fair appearance' .H All these qualities, al-Amidi says, are obligatory in
panegyrics on caliphs and kings:

similarly, one ought to praise (such a person) for a beautiful and handsome
face, since a beautiful face enhances his awe-inspiring appearance. The
Arabs consider it a good omen, because it is an indication of praiseworthy
qualities , just as an ugly and unsightly face does away with awe­
inspiringness and is an indication of blameworthy qualities . The Arabs
dislike it, consider it a bad omen , because the first thing that one sees when
one meets someone is his face (... ) A recent author who wrote a book on
the critique of poetry'" made a gross error in stating that panegyric on
account of someone's handsome and beautiful appearance, or blaming
someone for ugliness and unsightliness is neither true panegyric nor sound
blame. He declared everyone to be wrong who praised or blamed for these
reasons. With this opinion he deviated from the ways of all peoples, Arabs
and non-Arabs alike, and he rejected most of the panygyric poetry and hiJii)
of the Arabs. I have sufficiently and thoroughly cleared up this detestable
error of his in a separate book.j"

In the eleventh century two authors took up this point. Ibn Rashiq (d.
456/1065 or 463/1071) quotes Qudarna on the virtues?" and seems to

70 Usarna, Badi', p. 296 ; cf. pp . 289, 293 .
71 Badi", p. 171; note the two forms of paronomasia.
72 Husri, Zahr, pp. 422-24.
73 Yaqiit, Mu'jam al-udabd", viii, 76, 86. Ibn Abi "l-Isbai (Tabrir , p. 88, Badi': al-Qur'iin,

p. 4) mentions it as one of his sources .
74 Amidi, Muuuizana, ii, 362-71.
75 Qudama is mentioned by name elsewhere in the Muwiizana (i , 274 f. , 277) .
76 Muwiizana, ii, 368 f.
77 'Umda, ii , 131, 145. His Tazyif Naqd Qudiima, 'The Fallacy of Qudarna's Critique

exposed', is lost (see Ibn Abi "l-Isba", Tahrir, p. 88, Badi':al-Qur'iin , p . 4, l;Iaiii Khalifa,
Kashj, (ii), col. 1973) .
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agree with him on at least one point: one ou ght to disregard the nobility
of someone 's ancestors. ?" But elsewhere he is critical:

Mostly one will depend on the virtues of the soul mentioned by Qudama.
But if accidental or physical virtues are added to these , such as beauty,
splendour, having a fine physique, affluence , or belonging to a large clan
then this is good . Qudama, it is true, rej ects this and denies it all; but this
is not right. One ought to say: praise for vir tues of th e soul is nobler and
more correct ; but as for rej ect ing all other virtues in one stroke, I do not
think that anyone will support him or agree with him ."?

Consequently, on invective poetry:

The best method of hijd? is to deny in someone the virtues of the soul, and
the virtues that are composed (of these) . Hijd? on physical blemishes is
inferior to the first -mentioned type. Qudiima does not even consider it as
hijd? at all. Similarly, defects and depravity on the part of one 's mal e and
female ancestors he does not consider as a blemish , nor does he think it
right to use it in hijii). But except for a negligible minority people are not
of his opinion .P?

It is interesting to see that Ibn Rashiq, even when he admits Qudama's
view in principle, seems to undermine it by his wording. For Qudama,
in all likelihood, had implied that censure should be just : his theory of
hiJa) is based on the principle of fairness ; but Ibn Rashiq employs the
verb 'to deny' , or ' to rob' (yaslub), as if a virtue actually present in a per­
son could be denied in a poem.

A contemporary of Ibn Rashiq, Ibn Sinan al-Khafaji (d . 466/1074),
quoted with approval part of the passage by al-Amidi translated above
in his Sirr al-fasdha (apparently he did not know al-Amidis monograph
on Qudarnas book). Al-Khafaji, pupil and admirer of Abu 'I-CAla) al­
Maiarrt, was a critic, a minor poet, played a role in politics and also
wrote on dogmatics."! Perhaps that is why he, at last , brings in the prob­
lem of free-will and predestination that underlies the controversy:

What Abu 'I-Qasim (al-Amidi) says is correct. Even if we took into con­
sideration only the fact that (human) souls are created with a natural
inclination towards beautiful faces, this would have been a su fficient and
adequate answer. If Qudarna believes that this is no virtue because one is
created this way , then this is va lid for all virtues of the soul; for a generous
man is crea ted as a generous person , a courageous man courageous and an
intelligent man intelligent. Just as someone with an ugly face cannot
exchange his appearance for another, so is an ignorant man unable to

78 'Umda, ii , 145.
79 'Umda, ii, 135 .
80 'Umda, ii, 174-.
8 . Ibn Shakir, Fawiit , ii, 220-24, Safadi, W4fz, xvii, 503-8.
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acquire an intellect superior to his own. Qudarna ought not to approve of
praise on account of nobility of soul, or of descent and origin, because this,
too, is analogous to appearances.82

Al-Khafaji's rejoinder is not easy to answer, bu t it is too sim plistic. As
we have seen , th eologians and philosophers before his time had already
made a distinction betw een acts resulting from a natural disposition and
those that are the result of consciou s exertion . It is true , says al-T awhidf
in his al-Imtd': uia- tl-muiiinasa (written c. 375/985) , that a nobl e quality of
character (khuluq) is derived from ph ysical constitution or creation
(khalq) , and that , therefore , it is as impossible to transform a quality of
characte r as it is to exchange on e physical properties ; nevertheless , books
on 'mending one' s character' or 'correcting th e sou l' have not been writ­
ten as futile and pointless exercises, for a partial reformation of on e 's
character is possible; " Virtues are not all alike in this respect : courage
and its opposite are, more than others, connected with on e's ph ysical
constitu tion ; therefore a brave man will not easily change into a coward
or vice versa. G enerosity and stinginess, on the other hand , are pure or
almost pure character traits ; their owners may therefore be praised or
blamed accordingly. 84 Intelligence-the chief virtue according to
Qudarna-e-has nothing to do with one 's character; it is outside the realm
of ethics;"

In the thirteenth century th e discussion is taken up once more by
Hazim al-Qartajanni (d. 684/1285) and Isma'iIl Ibn Ahmad Ibn al-Athir
(d . 691/1292) . Since both deserve to be studied separately and in more
detail , I shall deal with their ideas in their proper places .:"

Thus Qudamas opinions stimula ted the discussion of on e of the basic
problems of hija). H is two main failings, a defective ethical theory and
a lack of concern for Arabic poetical practice , were noticed and criticized.
The ethical problem of truly deserved praise and blame is not limited to
poetry, of course; it is just as unsolvable as that of free-will and pre­
destination. Theologians have been applying themselves to the elucida­
tion of similar questions when dealing with the difference between hamd
and madh, and the opposite of both, dhamm. But in th ese discussions no
attention is given to poetry and poetics. Yet there is no reason why the
construction of an ethical theory should not be attempted which com­
prises poetry as well, while acknowledging the special status of poetical

82 Khafajl, Sirr , pp. 250 f. H e seem s to forget that Qudarn a did in fact d isapprove of
pra ise or blame on account of someone's descen t.

83 Tawhidi, Imta", i , 148 f .
8 4 Imtii", i, 151.
85 Imui" , i , 153.
86 Below , pp. 100 ff. , 117 ff.
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discourse. That poetry has rules of its own in this respect is admitted by
Aristotle, who says in his Poetics: 'Correctness in poetry is not the same
thing as correctness in morals' . 8 7 As long as poetics and ethics can be kept
separate , Qudama is consistent: people should be judged only for
specifically human , i.e . moral , qualities , and poetry only for specifically
poetical, i.e. aesthetical, properties. But as soon as the two domains were
telescoped , in poetry of praise and blame, Qudama lost sight of the dif­
ference; which is not wholly surprising, seeing that even the Greek
philophers had some difficulty in keeping ethics and aesthetics apart.
Platonic and Aristotelian aesthetics has an ethical stamp; Aristotle's
ethics, with its doctrine of the just mean and its emphasis on harmony
and proportion , has an important aesthetic component. In this connec­
tion one may point at the principle, formulated by Aristotle, that beauty
may consist in being well-adapted to the intended purpose, a teleological
definition of beauty that seems to be echoed in Qudamas statement that
poetry is good , or beautiful, when it does justice to the intended purpose
(ai-ghara(i al-maqsiid, see above , p. 64). Here he gave the word gharad its
technical meaning of ' poetical mode ' , whereas in the beginning of his
work it simply means 'aim' or ' goal ' when he says that an artistically
high level is the ' aim ' of the poetic art. 88 The ambiguity of this word may
have helped to pave the way for the confusion between ethics and
aesthetics in Naqd al-shi'r.

The second shortcoming of Qudarna's work is, in the end , more
serious . It is sometimes argued that the relative. failure of Naqd al-shi'r lies
in its systematic and analytic approach , thought to be too foreign to Arab
taste and unfit for the study of Arabic poetry . It is true that the systematic
plan of the work never gained much popularity ; but, again , there is no
reason why a systematic theory should be incompatible with Arabic
poetry . However, such a theory should at least try to explain , in discuss­
ing hijd? for instance, how its several types work in practice and why they
are, or are not , effect ive .

Here Qudama failed where 'Abd al-Qahir al-jurjanl succeeded-but
in another subject: figurative speech. Qudama, in spite of his attention,
in separate sections, for the in teraction of the elements of poetry, was not
even able to appreciate the combined effect of the rhyme-letter and the
theme in a rajaz poem of eleven lines by M uhamrnad Ibn 'Ilqa al-Taymi,
Quoting it in the chapter on ' faults of the wording (or: the phonological
level , iajz) , he calls it 'hideousl y barbaric ' , apparently because of its

8 7 Poetics, 1460b , tran slation by M . E. Hubbard , in D. A. Rus sell and M. Winterbot·
torn (eds .), Ancient Literary Criticism, p. 127; sec also Aristotle, Ethics, p. 50.

88 Naqd, p. 3.
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rhyme in -u« (extremely rare and generally considered repulsive) and
such lines as damma 'l-samdlikhi simdkha 'l-aslakhi (' . . .contained as the ear­
wax in a deaf man 's earhole ' ). Qudama, needless to say , condemns it.
Repulsive indeed , the poem is an invective on a certain Ibn al-Fanshakh
and as such, with its repeated expectorative sounds blending in well with
the theme and the addressee 's name, highly effective.P? Qudama seems
to have been insensible to humour; he does not show any affinity with
light verse : a serious handicap when writing on hijii).

3. Classifications

The tenth century saw a few more attempts towards a classification of
modes and genres. One of the attempts to classify poetry has, however,
nothing to do with modes or genres; it is wholly non-literary and based
on ethics. Al-Farabi (d . 339/950), in the course of his reflections on the
ideal state called Fusiil al-madani (' Aphorisms of the Statesman'), divides
poetry into six kinds. Unlike Plato, from whom he diverges on a number
of essential points, he not only allows but recommends three kinds:
poems which are aimed at the improvement of the three aspects of the
human mind, viz . the rational faculty , the tendencies resulting from
'strength' (such as anger and pride) and those resulting from 'weakness'
(lusts , fear , etc. ). Thus the first kind of poetry leads to a true appreciation
of virtue and vice , wh ile the second and third, by breaking down excesses
to moderation , induce people to act virtuously. The other three ,
blameworthy , kinds of poetry are the exact opposites in that' they corrupt
all that the former correct, bringing it from moderation to excess ' .90

Obviously, everything that goes under the name of hiJii) cannot be fit­
ted neatly into one of these six cat egories . Imaginably, even the most
virulent lampoon could be among the recommended kinds , provided that
its effect- if not on the victim then on the public-were positive accord­
ing to the philosopher's standards . The classification, indeed the value,
of a poem would be subordinated to its effect; and since one poem might
well have different effects on different people, a particular poem might
well be bad and good at the same time or alternately. But al-Farabi does
not enlarge upon the subject. 91 In his rather more Aristotelian treatise on
' the Canons of Poetry' he lists a number of poetical modes recognized
by 'specialists in Arabic and Persian poetry', who divide poems into

89 Naqd, pp . 102 f. , quoted without comme nt in Marzubani, Muuiashshah , pp . 542 f. ,
Muzaffar , Nadra, p. 432 ; cr. Muhammad Yahya Za yn al-Din , 'Arajrz al-rnuqillin",
RAAD , 57 (1982) pp . 171 f.

90 Fiiriibi , Fusiil, pp . 135 r. , cr. Dunlop 's translation , pp. 49 r.
9 . For an indica tion that his view s were probably not all that liberal, see below , p . 100.
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invective poems (ah4ji) , panegyric, boasting poems, riddles, comic poems
(murjltikiit), love-poems , descriptive poems, etc. 92 But he is not interested
in these and goes on to discuss Greek genres (which include qiimiidhiyd,
comedy, said to contain invective, ahiiji, on people and animals, their
blameworthy characteristics as well as their ugly appearances) .

More satisfying, from a literary point of view , are th e generic
categories proposed by Ishaq Ibn Ibrahim Ibn Wahb, who wrote after
335/946 . He postulates four basic types, including hijii); some of its sub­
divisions or ' branches' being dhamm 'blame ' , 'atb ' reproach', istibta?
' com plaining about slowness (in fulfilling promises)' and ta)nib
' rebuke' .93 The list is not meant to be exhaustive; and since not every
item is illustrated it is not wholly clear what the precise distinction is
between hiJii) and dhamm, or 'atb and ta )nib. One of the basic types is lahw,

'light verse', comprising a heterogeneous collection of themes related to
pleasure (love, hunting, wine and mujiin, which is mainly illicit sex and
obscenities); it is possible that the less serious and more scurrilous
varieties of what is usually called hijii) would qualify as lahw in Ibn
Wahb 's system . Ibn Wahb takes up one of Qudama's points: whether in
panegyric or hijii) one should employ motifs that are appropriate to the
addressee: ' one should not praise a civil servant for his courage, or a
specialist in Islamic law for his being a good epistolographer (.. .) but
everyone should be praised for his own craft and his own virtue, and
blamed for his own vice' .94 It is true that , in practice, one may classify
panegyric poems according to their addressees: since in each poem a
more or less ideal type is portrayed, all poems on generals, for instance,
tend to be rather similar thematically . Likewise there are di stinct sub­
genres: ' praise of civil servants ', 'praise of caliphs' , etc. In hijii) , on the
other hand, many aspects that are ' improper ' (in more than one sense)
are deliberately brought in : whereas a good lineage and chastity may not
be among the foremost themes when praising a philologist, their
opposites are invariably part of coarse lampoons on such a person.

Nevertheless a classification partly on these lines was made by Hamza
al-Isfahani (d. c . 360/970) in his redaction of the Diuidn of Abu Nuwiis .
The chapter of hijii)95 is subdivided into : 1. hijii) on tribes, nomadic and
sedentary Arabs in Basra, 2. on high-ranking and noble persons. :" 3. on
scholars, 4. on poets, 5. on all sorts of people (akhlii,t al-nds ; they include

9 2 Qawanin, ed . Arber ry, p. 269 (tra nsla tion p . 275), ed . Badawi , p. 152.
93 Ibn Wahb , Burhiin, p. 135.
94 Burhiin , p . 144.
95 Abu Nuwiis, Diuuin, ii , 1·157 .
96 ashrii] and siida , here not having the restricted mean ing of 'descendants of the

Prophet' .
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singing-girls, courtezans, their owners-trainers, civil servants, as well as,
surprisingly, the river Nile, the rain and the month of Ramadan), 6. hijd?
by wa y of jesting and mockery , 7. excessively obscene and badly com­
posed hij'ii) (al-mufTl! al-mufhisb toa- 'l-¢acif al-rasfy. A final section contains
'hij'ii) not belonging to any of the preceding categories'; Harnza explains
that he only included it for the sake of completeness and that the poetry
is so weak that it is in fact unfit to be transmitted.t"

Several criteria are used here: the addressee, the tone and the style,
and the quality ; often the reason why a particular poem is assigned to one
of the sections nos. 5 to 7 is not clear. The relationship between hijii?and
mujiin is shown by Hamza's remark that he has removed some poems
from the former to the latter category .?" 'Ltab, 'reproach', has a chapter
of its own between panegyric and hij'ii) ' because it is half madili and half
hijrjJ'.99 In thematically arranged diuuins and anthologies Citiib and related
types are usually kept apart from hij(j). Ibn Wahb and other system­
builders, by accommodating Citiib within hij'ii), or deriving it from hij'ii),
created a supercategory with a misleading name; for hijfi), in such a
system, has lost its usual meaning of invective and humiliating verse.
Dhamm , ' blame' or ' censu re ' would have been a better name; hij'ii) was
chosen, probably, because the term was more current when poetry was
spoken of. Even those who reduced poetry to two basic types used the
term; see the anonymous opinion quoted by Ibn Rashiq: 'All poetry is
one of two types: madh or hijii" loo-perhaps an echo of the translation of
Aristotle 's Poetics with its fundamental opposition of madih and hij"ii),
representing tragedy and comedy. In spite of these and other attempts
of the theorists to stretch the meaning of hij"ii), this meaning remained
remarkably constant in common usage throughout the centuries .

91 Diuuin, ii, 132; cr. 147 f.
98 Diuidn, ii , 148.
99 Diuidn, i , 3. The placing of zuhd ' ascetism' after hij"ii' is justified according to Hamz a

by the fact that the form er consists in ' blaming the world ' and the latter in ' blaming peo­
ple's honour' (ibid .) . Although this associa tion of hij ti' with 'blaming the world ' was occa­
sionall y followed by later authors (see below , p. 120) the construction sounds rather con­
trived ; see Schoeler ' Die Einteilung ' , pp . 35 f. , Heinrichs, ' Litera ry Theory ' , pp. 42 f.

100 Ibn Rashiq, 'Umda, i , 121. Wh en Abu 'Ali al-Baslr (d . second half of 9th century)
said that ' poetry is either madi: or hijd? (M arzub iini, Muuiashshah , p. 434) he meant some­
thing else, viz. the over riding importance of these two types of poetry compa red with the
oth er aghrtilj.



CHAPTER FIVE

INCONSISTENCIES EAST AND WEST

1. Abii Hiliil al- cAskarl and later anthologists

When they turn their minds to terms and concepts, the critics tend to
get carried away by their own constructs or those of their predecessors,
thereby neglecting common usage and po etical practice. It has been
remarked above ,1 for instance , that Abu Hilal al-cAskari paraphrased
with apparent approval Qudama 's opinion on proper hijii), in his work
on stylistics al-Sind'atayn, and his anthology , Diunin al-ma'iini. The latter
work has a lengthy section of hijii).2 Most of this section is devoted to
moral and intellectual defects, it is true , but , especially towards the end ,
there are many instances of physical blemishes being mocked in poems
praised by al-cAskari, such as 'one of the nicest ' epigrams of its kind by
Ibn al-Riirni:

You 've got a face like the end of a document , with scribbles
of man y people

Like the signatures of witnesses, illegible , atte sting
that you are a bas ta rd .?

With evident admiration he quotes Jarir's likening someone 's upper
canines to black beetles in a dank and smelly well," the unpleasant effects
of what seems a bad cold described by Ibn al-Riimi," or Jaln:a on
halitosis." Obscenities are likewise cited and called 'nice ' and 'wonder­
ful ' .? One particularly scurrilous fragment, thirteen lines on a singing
girl by Ibn al-Riirni, he praises as 'wonderful and unparalleled in its wit­
tiness , its high quality and the abundance of its ideas' ;8 so that when he
omits some lines in another quotation ' because they are sakhif' ,9 this

I Above, p. 70.
2 Diuidn al-ma'iini, i , 170-216 , grouped together with 'reproach' and 'apology' in one

lon ger chapter.
J Diuuin al-ma'iin i, i, 188.
4 i , 206.
5 Ibid .
6 Ib id. , cf. i, 208 f.
7 For instance, i, 207. Note , here and elsewhere, the method of tashi] erratically

em ployed by the modern editor in a feebl e a ttem pt to mask som e of the obscene words :
read nayk for nabk (i, 207), nii'ika for nii'ila (i, 184), uyiirahum for ubiirahum (i , 200) , ayrf
for abri (i , 212). Other words are left undotted (~iliiraka , i, 214) .

8 i, 209 .
• i, 205 .
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word seems to mean 'inferior in quality , stupid', rather than 'obscene',
although it is often used in that sense. AI-cAskari includes some of his
own epigrams, such as

A black woman, whose tears drip like a furnace when it is
sprinkled with water:

She is as ugl y as a sick man 's diarrhoea on a plate."?

Near the end of the chapter, however, the author thinks that some
justification is called for :

If my intention had not been to collect the most important motifs, as was
stipulated before, I would have left out repulsive expressions in poetry and
prose. But if scholars omitted the transmission of obscene (or 'inferior',
sakhij) poetry, they would be deprived of many useful bits of information
and an abundance of beautiful passages, for instance from the poetry of al­
Farazdaq, ]arlr, al-Ba'fth, al-Akhtal and others. If it were not proper to
mention sexual parts frankly by their names, then the lexicographers would
be mistaken in giving them these names; and that is absurd. 11

The apologetic tone is unmistakable; the wording of the last sentence is
rather peculiar, but al-cAskari apparently had in mind what al-jahiz and
Ibn Qutayba had argued before: words in themselves are not obscene.
The comparison with lexicography is in fact illuminating: just as the
' metalanguage' of the lexicographers cannot be considered to have direct
reference to the obscenities of the ' real ' world and is therefore not
obscene, so the discourse of critics and anthologists , including their
quotations, is exempt from prudish and moral objections because it is
removed from its or iginal context onto a different level. This atti tude can
be found implicitly in many works of criticism and anthologies. The
analogy is not wholly exact, however: in linguistics the distinction
between the two levels is clear, but in the case ofliterary or 'metaliterary '
discourse there is a considerable area of uncertainty between the two.
There is no ambiguity if a poet utters a lampoon in the face of his oppo­
nent in order to revile him; but where exactly the next level begins is not
so clear.

The attitude of anthologists who see no harm in quoting hija) has its
counterpart in the practice of those poets who, when editing their own
works, exclude hija) from them . Al-Buhturl is reported to have ordered
his son on his deathbed to burn all his hija), saying,

It is something that I have said at a certain time , venting (literally 'curing')
my rage with it and repaying bad things done to me. But now this purpose

10 i, 205, cf. cAskan, Dfwiin , p. 160, $inaCalayn , p. 261 (first line).
II Diiodn al-ma'iini, i , 211.
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is a thing of the pas t. If it su rvives it will be recited ; people bequeath their
enmity and friendship to the ir descendants, and I am afraid that some of
this may affect you in your life.! "

In any case, in spite of his apologetics, al -cAskarl praises two ' chaste'
lines, calling them the most elegant hiJii) that he knows and adding that
th ey are ' more eloquent than mentioning sexual parts and obscene and
malicious things about (the addressees ' ) mothers and sisters ' .1 3 In
literary works, unlike lexicographical works , apologies similar to that of
al-cAskarl are common. The subject of the thirteenth nightly session of
al-Tawhidi's al-Imtii': uia- il-muidnasa , devoted to mujiin , is justified with a
reference to the necessary alternation ofJidd and hazl, seriousness and
jesting, for which the authority of Ibn cAbbas is invoked. a 'D o not be
disgusted when you hear such things', al-Tawhidi says elsewhere, after
quoting some particularly scurrilous fragments:

for if you shun them altogether your understanding will decrease and your
character will become obtuse . Nothing agrees better with the intellect than
to examine worldly affairs , to know their good and bad sides, things open
as well as hidderr.P

His masterpiece of invective , Mathiilib (or Akhliiq) al-wazlrayn-a book so
intensely virulent that the very possession of a copy was thought to attract
misfortune-c-Pis an inextricable mixture of literary and ' metaliterary' or
critical discourse ; its introduction is a long justification and apology for
hY"ii). In the course of it the grossest obscenities in po etry or prose are
quoted: yet among the things that the two viziers are bl amed for is their
love of obscenities and vilification.: "

Among critics and anthologists there are two extremes: those who see
no need for a justification of obscenity, and those who will not have
anything to do withfu~sh at all. Among the latter was CAll Ibn cAbd al ­
cAzlz al-j urjani (d. 392/1001) , critic and cadi, author of 'The Mediation
between al-Mutanabbi and his opponents ' , who approved of only that
hy'ii)

that runs as a jest and as nonsense (al-hazl tua- 'l-tahiifut); that is not wholly
outspoken nor wholly allusive; its content being readily understood and
easily memorized ; quick in clinging to the heart and cleaving to the soul.
But calumny (qadhf) and obs cenity (iftiish) are merely abuse (sibiib mabr!), in

. 2 Aghdni, xxi, 37 , Buhturi , Diuidn, (v), 2787 f. Judging by the amo unt of hUii ' in the
Diuui n, the order did not have the desired effect.

13 Diuidn al-ma'iini, i, 182.
14 Imtd", ii , 50, 60.
15 T awhidi , Basii'ir, p. 49.
16 Ibn Khallikan , Wafayiil , v, 113.
11 See e.g. M athiilib, pp. 86 f. , 103 f. , Ill , 116 , 120 r.. 122 .
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which a poet does nothing but to provide a sound metre and cor rect
synt ax. IS

Perhaps he was familiar with the views of al-Nashi? al-Akbar (d .
293/906), Muitazilite theologian , poet and critic , who said in a poem on
poetry :

Wh en you make hi.jii' on someone , you should loathe the ways of those
who use foul language;

And you should mak e outspokenness medicine in it , and you should
conside r allusiveness a hidden disease.!"

In another poem , however , al-Na shi? says:

If you want to hint at some thing dubiou s
you shou ld leave the matter midway between clear and cry pt ic.

Thus you make the person who hears it mingle his do ubts
with clar ity , and his conjecture s with certa inty .20

Al-jurjanl praises, it is true , an obscene passage in a poem by al­
Mutanabbi, but without quoting the wors t lines ;" in the rest of al-Wasa:ta
obscenities are strikingly absent. Although, in a discussion of al­
Mutanabbi' s alleged hereti cal opinions , he states that ' religion has
nothing to do with poet ry ' ,22 one cannot deny a certain correlation
between professed religiousness and a declared dislike of obscenity. Both
are connected as mu ch with decorum as with morals; since in poetry it
is decorum that matters in the first place, not morals, al-j urjani con­
demns obscenity but not heretical ideas. Devout and pious people tend
to be more scrupulous and prudish in this matter; yet it is surprising to
see how many exceptions there are. One could not call al-jahiz and Ibn
Qutayba irreligious; al-Raghib al-Isfahani (5th/ll th century), author of
an anthology that is very liberal with mujiin,23 also wrote studies on the
Koran and ethics. The poet who was a paragon of obscenity, Ibn al­
H ajjaj (or Ibn Hajjaj ; d. 39111001 ), was accused oflacking in morals and
relig ion by those who did not know him; but, we are told, he was a decent
man of good character, dignified behaviour and religiousness.v' who was

18 Ju rjan l , Wasata, p. 24, quoted by al-Thai alibi (Yatlma, iv, 5) and with slight varia­
tions by Ibn Rashiq (CUmda, ii, 17 I).

19 Quoted in Ibn Rashiq , 'Umda, ii, 114; cf. Ibn Khaldun, Muqaddima, (iv), 1300
(Rose nt ha l' s translat ion iii, 388) .

20 R osenthal ' s tran slati on (Ibn Khaldiin , The Muqaddimah, iii, 390); see Ibn Khaldiin ,
Muqaddima, (iv), 1302 and cf. Husri, Zahr, p. 686 , Ibn Rashiq, 'Umda, ii, 115.

2 ' Ju rjanl, Wasa!a, pp . 150 f. , cf. Mutan abbi , Diuidn (ed. Dieterici), pp. 339-45.
2 2 Ju rjanl, Wasa!a, p. 64.
23 See for inst an ce the cha pters on hom osexuality, copulation, lesbianism, farting,

ctc., brought toge ther in the section on 'muj iin and sukhf (Raghib, MuMl/arat, ii, 143-68).
24 Safadi, Wqfi, xii, 333.
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even appointed muhtasib , ' market inspector', among whose duties was the
supervision of public moral behaviour in Baghdad . In an interesting
passage he tells how he learned his art by listening, on summer nights,
pen and paper a t hand, to the insults shouted by men and women on the
roofs of the taverns next to his father ' s house, making notes and asking
them on the following morning about any obscure points, like al-Asma'I
and his bedouin informants. P The comparison with al-Asrna'I is not
unlike the analogy of lexicographer and anthologist mentioned before ;
the difference in this case being that Ibn al-Hajjaj, unlike the philologists,
transformed his philological activities into poetry of his own.

Inconsistencies on the part of the critics, noted already on several occa­
sions, are very common. Many profess their abhorrence of obscenity or
coarse hijii) on one page while quoting examples on another. Even al­
Husri (d. 413/1022) , author of the anthology Zahr al-iiddb, which differs
greatly, in this respect, from its contemporary, Yatimat al-dahr by al­
Thaialibl (d . 429/1038) , included a few scurrilous lines. He has kept his
work free, he says , from 'base and plebeian' (siiq(t and siiqZ) themes-" and
from 'vulgarity ' (ibtidhiil);27 he condemns jokes, apparently ,28 and says
that he has safeguarded the book from obscenities by Ibn al-Riirni on al­
Akhfash al-saghir'" and those poems by Rashid Ibn Ishaq Abu Hakima
(or Hukayrna; a 3rd/9th-century poet) that deal with his favourite theme,
his self-declared sexual impotence .P" Elsewhere, however, he quotes a
well-known obscene line by Ibn Dara (lstl7th century) accusing a tribe
of the ir perverse fondness for she-camels;" or a fragment by Ibn al-Riirni
on a black girl,32 adding, with reason: 'this is quite clear and not in need
of any philological explanations' . With explicit approval he cites an
invective epigram by an anonymous contemporary in which a line by al­
Nabigha ('like camomile in the morning, after a shower: dry above and
moist beneath') is used in a scurrilous sense;" as well as a similar
perverted borrowing of a famous line by Muhalhil: 'But for the wind one
could hear in Hujr the rattle of helmets (bayt;l, also 'eggs', 'balls') struck
by steel swords (dhukiir, also 'penises'),.34

2$ Waft, xii, 333 f.
26 Husri, Zahr, p. 33 .
27 Zahr, p . 36 .
28 Zahr , pp . 521 f.
29 Zahr , p . 532.
30 Zahr , p . 714 . On Abu Hakima see GAS, ii , 577 f.
31 Zahr, p . 56.
32 Zahr , pp . 276 f.
33 Zahr , pp . 278 f. ; the poet is al-Lahha rn al-Harrani, a 10th-century poet from

Bukhara, see Tha'ialibi, Yatima, iv, 105.
34 Zahr , p. 279 ; cf. Taw\:Jidi ,lmltiC, ii , 53 , Ibn Mas'ada's refutation of Ibn Gharsiyya's

R isdla against the Arabs, in Nawtidir al-makhtiitiit, i, 268 and Qartajanni, Minlui], p. 331 .
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Yaqiit (d . 626/1229), to give another example, gives rather morejubsh
in his biographical dictionary. He pretends to do so reluctantly:

I say with Abu Mansur (al-ThaCalibi): But for the words of Ibrahim Ibn
al-Mahdi, who said that 'seriousness in polite literature (adab) is serious,
jesting in it (merely) jesting', I would have kept this book free from these
obscenities (mujiin). 35

Elsewhere he tells us that he has suppressed lines from invective poems
that were too scurrilous.s" although it is difficult to see why he saw no
objection to many lines that he did quote, such as those by Ibn Sukkara.;"
Ibn al-Rumi.t" al-Wasani,39 to mention but a few. Ibn Khallikan (d.
681/1282) too , in his biographical dictionary, says more than once that
he would have included poems 'but for the obscenities in them ' ,40 while
quoting more or less obscene lines in other places.U

Sometimes the objections to certain kinds of hy'ii) are more specific.
' Tmad al-Din al-Isfahani (d . 597/1201), author of the vast anthology
Kharidat al-qasr , shows on many occasions that he is not averse to quoting
even the smuttiest kinds of hijii).42 But after giving 33 lines, some of them
rather coarse , of a poem by Ibn al-Habbariyya (d . c. 509/1115) against
the leading persons of the Seljuq state, he adds: ' I have left out many
lines, because they refer to the Noble See (al-sudda al-sharifa)'43 meaning
the caliph: although everybody involved had long since died , the dynasty
of the Abbasids was still reigning.

Other anthologists cannot be accused of overt inconsistencies because
they do not impose any restrictions upon themselves explicitly . Their
own preferences diverge greatly, however. The brothers al-Khalidi (d . c.
390/1000 and 380/990) in al-Ashbiiii ura-ll-nazaiir, al-Sharif al-Murtada
(d . 436/1044), in his Churar al-fauuiiid, or Usama Ibn Munqidh (d.
584/1188) in Lubdb al-albiib-to name some different types of anthology­
hardly include any scurrilities; al-Hatimi (d. 388/998) in Hilya: al­
muhddara, al-Raghib al-Isfahani in Mubiirjariit al-udabii? and al-Bakharzi
(d. 467/1075) in Dumyat al-qasr rather more .

On the possible sexual connotations of Muhalhil 's line , see S. P . Stetkevych , ' R itual and
Sacrificial Elements in the Poetry of Blood-Vengeance: Two Poems by Durayd ibn al­
Sirnrnah and Muhalhil ibn Rabi'ah' ,jNES, 45 (1986), p. 43.

35 Yaqut, Mu'jam al-udabdi , ix, 207 (on Ibn al-Hajjaj), cf. Thaialibl, Yatlma, iii, 30.
It seems that Ibn al-Mahdi did in fact say, 'seriousness in adab as well as jesting in it is
serious' (Aghanl, xx, 281).

36 Mu'jam al-udabii", ix, 264, x, 152,253; cf. xi , 122.
37 ii, 88 f.
38 iii , 239.
39 e.g . ix, 257-64 (cf. Thaialibf', Yatlma, i, 349-55).
+0 Ibn Khallikan , Wafayat, ii, 182, 183, iv, 465, v , 385.
+1 e.g. i, 273, 323 , ii, 34.
+2 e.g. Isfahani, Kharida (al-Clraq), ii , 543 f.
U Kharida (al-Clraq), ii, 84.
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There is, I believe, not much of a pattern in this divergence; they are
largely explained by personal preferences and circumstances. On the
whole, critics and anthologists from the western parts of the Arab world
were more restrained in th is respect than their eastern colleagues . In
some cases this may be explained as a consequence of the puritanical
outlook of ruling dynasties such as the Almoravids or the Almohads,
under whose rule some important works on poetry and criticism were
composed in Spain. In other cases, however, one cannot do much more
than resort to some regional zeitgeist hovering over, for instance, al­
Qayrawan and influencing al-Husri, 'Abd al-Karirn al-Nahshali, Ibn al­
Rashiq and Ibn Sharaf in their works of criticism . The two last­
mentioned, in their mutual hya), did not shun obscenity. But Ibn Rashiq
condemns it in his al-'Umda and Ibn Sharaf's criticism is often
moralistic.H

An aversion tojul;sh did not imply, in their case, a disregard of hya)
altogether. Although al-Nahshali (d. 405/1014), according to Ibn
Rashiq, 'never made hijii)' ,45 a large proportion of what remains of his
al-Mumtir" is devoted to the illustration of the function and the effects
of hya) in many anecdotes culled from older, familiar sources, and
arranged in chapters that were used by Ibn Rashiq in his al-'Umda. AI­
Mumti': being an anthology, its critical content is slight . The chapter on
' phy sical beauty and handsome faces ':" shows al-Nahshali to be an oppo­
nent of Qudama's views of proper madih , but Qudama or his opinions
are mentioned nowhere. Only occasionally are al-Nahshali's own com­
ments inserted, as when he analyses the invective density of four lines
ascribed to al-Nabigha al-Dhubyanl.t" That he was interested in the
classification of poetry is evident from a few quotations in al-'Umda:

'Abd al-Karim said, Poetry is of several types t' " poetry that is wholly good,
such as what belongs to the category of 'asceticism' (zuhd) , good admoni-

H See Ibn Sharaf, Masii'il al-intiqiid , pp. 52 ff . on Irnra? al-Qays, p . 34- on Ibn al-Riimi
(who will be punished in the H ereafter for his hij"ii").

" 'Umda, i , 112. Other poets from al-Q ayra wiin who refrained from making hija'were
al-Bazziiz and al-Khushani, cf. Bouyahia, La vie lituraire, p. 34-3 note . One should not
conclude that, as Bou yahi a says, 'Ies poeres ifr iqie ns naimaient pas faire la satire' ; yet
it seems to me that the more virulent forms of hija' were cultivated on a smaller scale and
less readily admitted as ' polite ' liter ature than in the East.

<6 All we have is an abridgem ent, l khtiyiir or Muntakhab , see Bouyahia, 'Le livre d 'al ­
Nahsali " retrouve" .

47 Nah shali, Mumti" , pp . 73-92 .
<8 Mumti", pp . 57 f.; on these four lines see Ibn Qutayba, Shier, pp . 161 ,165 , AgMnf,

xi, 13.
<9 asndf; thus the edition Cairo 1325/1 907 , i, 76. The edi tion by Muhammad Muhyi

' I-DIn eAbd al-Harnid has (arbaeat) asndf, '(fou r) types ' , leaving the reader in uncertainty
whe ther the parenthesis is found in a M S or an emendation by the edito r , cf. the preface ,
p.8.
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tions, ( .. .); poetry that is wholly char m (~arj) , such as descriptions and com­
parisons (. . .); poetry that is wholl y evil (sharr), viz. hijd? and those rash
attacks by a poet on peopl e 's honour; and poetry by whi ch one makes a
profit .50

A somewhat different division , also into four categories, appears in
anothe r quotation :

cAbd al-Karim said , Ther e are altogether four types of poetry : panegyric ,
hij"ii), gnomic poetry (~ikma) and 'light ver se' (lahw). Each type branches out
into subtypes: panegyri c into elegy, self-pra ise and gratitude (shukr); hij'ii)
int o censure (dhamm), reproach (Citiib) and complaining about slowness (in
fulfilling promises, istib/ii'); gnomic poetry into proverbs (amthiil), commen­
ding abstinence , and admonitions; and light vers e into love poetry, hunting
poetry and description of wine and inebriated persons.>'

This classification is almost identical with that by Ibn Wahb .P" Compar­
ing the two passages by al-Nahshali one may discern a superficial likeness
between the two sets of four. But one notices, first , a discrepancy in that
' descriptive ' poetry, a rather neutral category, called zatf in the former
passage, has been restricted to specific types of poetry with a distinct
flavour of sinfulness; whereas hija), first called wholly evil , is said to
include types that can hardly be called evil: censure and reproach . The
apparent confusion results from what are in fact two different classifi ca­
tions: on e being impressionistic, based on vaguely moral and aesthetic
judgements, the other more exhaustive, based on thematic dis tinctions.
Thus the term hijd? is used twice , but with different meanings, and it is
likely that Ibn Rashiq was thinking of the more restricted meaning of
' invective ' when he said that al-Nahshali never made hija'.

2. Ibn Rashiq

In al-Hlmda Ibn Rashiq (d. 456/1064 or 463/1071) gave hija' all the
attention it deserves. 53 Its function and effects are discussed in several
chapters, especially 'On those who were raised by poetry and those who
were abased by it', 54 'On the protection of tribes by means of their

;0 'Umda, i, 118 .
; 1 ' Umda, i, 121.
;2 Above, p. 76. 'Inebriated persons ' (al-makhmur) is obviousl y a misreading of Ibn

Wahb's al-mujiin .
S3 H is work Kitiib al-mamddih wa-'l-madhdmm, ' P raise worthy and blameworth y

qu alit ies ' (cf. Ibn Khallikan , Wafayiit , ii, 88) is lost ; rather than a study of madih and hijii'
it seems to have been a work on the lines of al-Bayhaqr 's al-Ma hdsin wa- 'l-masdu n? or al­
Tha'alibi's al-Latdii] wa- 'l-~rii'iffi 'l-addiid , cf. Sharishi, Sharh , i, 75. On this genre, see
Ge ries, Un genre liu eraire arabs: al-maluisin toa-l-masduii. .

S4 ' Umda , i, 40-42 ; cf. Nahshali, Mumti", pp. 149-69.
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poets 'P" ' T he benefits and dangers of poetry', 56 'Exposing oneself to
poets";" ' Poets who made little poetry and those who were defeated ' ,58

and ' T hose who were unwilling to vilify inferior people' . 59 In these sec­
tions Ibn Rashiq has collected a wealth of illustrations, most of them
familiar, adopting, on the whole, a neutral stance without much personal
comment. As so often in Arabic literature, the author makes hi s point
clear mainly by a tendentious selection of quotations and anecdotes. A
personal remark is found in the last-mentioned chapter:

Some poets don the clothes of pride and show a disdain of answering the
hijii' of their equals and superiors, afraid of being upbraided themselves.
This happened in the case of some of our contemporaries known to me,
although they are quick to revile the lower classes ial-siiqa wa- 'l-bii'a) and
bully children and those who do not mast er the art (of makin g poetryj.v?

At the end of the chapter he quotes with approval the opinion of Nusayb
and others'" that a good poet who is disappointed in his patron should
not revert to hiJii): 'these are sensible and just words; if poets would keep
to them, they and other people would have peace'. He adds,

They made panegyric poetry and disapproved of hy'ij'; the more reason for
those who make no panegyrics to make no hy(j' on anyone at all. Yet some
make nothing but hajw or what resembles it, like Yahya Ibn Nawfal , men­
tioned by Di'bil in his Tabaqiit ;62 and among our contemporari es, too, we
find man y such people.P

He admires Ibn al-Rumi for his versatility and power of invention; he
was famous especially for his hiJii) (hence it is said ahJii min Ibn al-Riimii,
yet, says Ibn Rashiq, his hijd?was neither better nor more abundant than
his panegyric poetry, ' bu t a little evil means a lot'. 64 This rather
disparaging opinion of hiJii) does not prevent Ibn Rashlq from illustrating
the figure of ta]r7!- ('branching off') with an epigram by Ibn al-Rumi, 'the
nastiest of its kind that I have heard':

He has a nimble jockey
Stabbing his posterior
With something longer than his horns

who moves upon his back,
with a variety of stabs,
and thicker than his brains.t"

55 'Umda, i, 65-67 , cf. Mumti", pp , 135-49.
56 'Umda, i, 69-75.
" 'Umda , i, 76-80, cf. Mumti" , pp. 171-91.
58 'Umda, i, 106-8 , on mughallabiiti (see above, p. 49).
59 'Umda, i, 109-13, cf. Mumtii, pp. 215-21.
60 'Umda, i , 111.
6. Above, p. 36.
62 On the late Omayyad poet Yah ya Ibn Nawfal (not mentioned in GAS) see Ibn

Qutayba, Shier, pp . 741-45; more references in Mu'iaybid , "Nusiis , p. 130 note 153. 'He
made much hYiJ.' and hardly any panegyrics ' (Ibn Qutayba , Shier, p. 742) .

63 ' Umda, i, 112 f.
64 'Umda. i, 286 .
65 'Umda, ii, 44, Ibn al-Rfiml, Diunin, (vi), 2558, In the last line the mot ifs of cuckoldry

and stupidity ' branch off' from the motif of passive homosexuality.



INCONSISTENCIES EAST AND WEST 87

When discussing poetry itself, its techniques and genres, rather than
its effects and its place in society, Ibn Rashiq largely but not wholly aban­
dons the ethical outlook adopted in the earlier chapters. A good poet
ought to master all modes , jidd and hazl, madili and hija) alike , as did
Bashshar and Abu Nuwas. 66 Hija), with love-poetry, panegyric, self­
praise , elegy , 'requests ' ial-iqtidii? wa-'l-istinjaz), reproach , threats and
warning, and apology, is among the modes discussed separately. 'Sensi­
ble poets' should only resort to hija)when forced to do so, and only after
due warning and threats with hija);67but it is obvious that a poem which
threatens in this manner is often itself a kind of hija), as is clear from Ibn
Rashiq 's illustrations. Ibn al-Rumi's poem addressed to al-Akhfash al­
asghar ('Say to our grammarian Abu Hasan.. .') is sufficiently scathing
to be called hija), even though it pales in comparison with those epigrams
that form the execution of the threat. 68

The chapter on hya) begins, significantly, with Abu CAmr's dictum on
chaste hija)69 and similar recommendations, such as the one by Khalaf
al-Ahmar: ' the strongest hya) is what is most chaste and most truthful ' .70

By his choice of quotations Ibn Rashiq attempts to show that a moderate ,
chaste , mocking tone is not only morally preferable but more effective
rhetorically. He summarizes and elucidates this as follows:

All poets are of the opinion that in hy'ii) it is better to make short poems and
to refrain from obscenities , except for JarIr; for he said to his sons: When
you make panegyric poems, be prolix in your praise , but when you make
hy'ii), do the opposite."! He also said, Make people laugh when you make
hijii),72 The same method was followed by 'All Ibn al-'Abbiis Ibn al-Rurni,
for he made long and obscene poems, But in my opinion allusions are more
effective in hijii) than explicitness (al-ta'n-rj ahJii min al-t~rf!z) , because the
former leaves more room for surmisal and clings more to the mind, urging
it to investigate the matter and find out the truth. If, on the other hand ,
hy'ii)is explicit, one knows all there is to know ; one accepts it as certain from
the start, and day by day it slips away because one forgets it or is bored
with it. This (sci!. allusiveness) is the right method, provided that the
addressee is of some stature and standing. But if hints cannot make him
come to his senses and only explicitness can hurt him, then the latter! That

66 'Umda, ii, 104.
67 'Umda, ii, 167.
68 'Umda, ii, 168 f. See Ibn al-Rumi, Diiodn, (ii) , 741-45, 766 , (iii) , 1247-50, (vi) ,

2632, Marzubani, Niir al-qabas, p. 341, I:Iu~rI, Zahr, 530-32 , Yaqut, Mu'jam al-udaba'',
xiii, 250-55, Ibn Khalliki:in, Wafayiit, iii, 301 f. etc.

69 Above, p. 43.
70 'Umda, ii, 171.
71 Compare 'Umda, ii, 128, Raghib, MuM¢ariit, i, 52 , Tawhidi, Mathiilib, p. 175. In

the last two sources it is justified by the remark that ' people never tire of hearing wicked
things'.

72 See Ibn 'Abd Rabbih, Clqd, v, 300.
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is why the hija' by Abu Nuwas varies; similarly with Abu 'l-Tayyib (al­
Mutanabbi) , because of the difference in rank among the addressees of their
hija'.73

Here the question of obscenity is again connected with the opposition of
ta$rfb vs. ta'rid. Ibn Rashiq is obviously influenced by al-Nashi? al-Akbar
and al-Qad! al-]urjani, both of whom he quotes in other contexts. H All
three condemn obscenity: but whereas al-Nashivs position on t~rfb vs.
ta'rfrj is not clear, and al-jurjanl prefers a combination of frankness and
allusions, Ibn Rashiq recommends, in most cases, allusiveness, ta'rfrj
(which has a separate section in his book in the chapter on ishiira).75

Although t~rfb and ta'rid usually refer to outspokenness and allusion in
general, not limited to hijii),76 at times they mean: mentioning, or not
mentioning, the name of the person attacked in a poem .77 To several
critics or poets it depended precisely on this point whether a poem could
be quoted or incorporated in a dfwiin.78

As we have seen." Ibn Rashiq supports Qudarria's view of 'proper'
hijii) less than half-heartedly, because he adds that only a small minority
would go as far as Qudama in denying the name of hijii) to 'improper'
invectivc.s? After discussing examples, including an analysis of al­
Akhtal's line ' ... Piss on the fire!', he concludes the chapter:

In any case, I believe that the strongest hi,ja' is that which hits the mark and
is poignant (waqaCa cala 'l-nukta)-which is exactly what Khalaf al-Ahmar
said."!

This rather idealistic view of hfjii): the best is what is chaste and true, is
taken up Once more in a chapter on the 'currency of poetry ' where he
says:

n 'Umda , ii , J72 f.
H 'Umda , ii, 114, 171.
75 'Umda, i, 303 f. Ishdra is a more inclusive term for ' a llusion' .
76 See for instance Abu Tammarn, Diwiin, ii, 291, Buhturi, Diiodn , (ii), 1217, Ibn al ­

Rfimi, Diwiin, (ii), 539, 544, Mutanabbi, Diwiin, (ed. Dieterici), p. 109.
77 cf. AgMni, ix , 308 f. Compare Jonathan Swift on himself, from the poem quoted

before:
Yet, malice never was his aim ;
He lashed the vice, but spared the name.
No individual could resent
Where thousands equally were meant.

('On the Death of Dr. Swift ') .
78 See, e.g . , above, p. 59 , Ibn Allah , Muqaddima, p. 64, English introduction, p. 7.

On Maiarrfs habit of changing or suppressing names see Smoor, Kings and Bedouins,
index under 'elimination of names'.

79 Above, pp . 71 f.
80 'Umda , ii, 174.
8' 'Umda , ii, 175 f. It is, of course, not exactly what Kh alaf said.
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There is no tribe among the Arabs that has not been defamed , subjected
to hiJii} and upbraided . Some of these have been lowered by such poetry,
when it agreed with the facts; others were not affected by it , since it did not
agree with the facts and did not find a place to strike them ,82

-which contradicts what was argued in preceding chapters on the power
of poetry. Indeed , Ibn Rashiq goes on to enumerate tribes and clans who
did suffer from hijii} and 'were torn to pieces ' , in spite of their bravery
and excellence. ' O ne is powerless against them (scil. the ' b rand ing-irons '
of hya}-poems), even when they lie ' , as a poet said quoted by Ibn
Rashiq .P The contradiction remains unresolved; it is not strange that al­
'Umda became popular, for everyone can find in it some support for his
own preferred views on poetry .

As a poet, Ibn Rashiq conformed to the usual practice of his contem­
poraries, not encumbered by the moral scruples expressed in al-Hlmda.
As many coarse invective epigrams are made merely as jokes, it is possi­
ble to consider them as falling outside the realm of morals altogether; the
'Umda is silent on this point. Hya} upon oneself by wa y ofjest is similarly
ignored.t" Ibn Rashiq's rival , Ibn Sharaf, made such an epigram on
himself and a bath:

Our bath is like an arsehole :
I, in the midst of it, a prick ,

stinking, dark and narrow.
buggering it (sweat is the spittle).

Ibn Rashiq, jumping at the opportunity, added:

You are one-eyed and bald , too : your com parison is tru e .8~

In view of their relationship this is probably not to be regarded as jesting
between friends . Ibn Rashiq even incorporated one of his own epigrams
in al-'Umda:

His spouse-no harm in saying it-
is (like) the spouse of Zayd Ibn 'Umayr:

Always whoring; but when she menstruates
she procures a prick for a friend.

She has two feet of the she-came l
of Ka/b Ibn Zuhayr.

Thus are Higher Things achieved
that are nothing if not good .86

82 'Umda, ii, 182.
83 ' Umda, i, 78, cf. j abi?, Bayiin, i, 159.
B< For exa mples of self-mockin g hija? see Ibn Sall arn , Tabaqdt , p. 397, Ib n Qutayba ,

'Uy iin, iv, 63, Ibn al-j arrah, Waraqa, pp . 84 f. , 128 ff., Aghanl, vii, 269 , x, 258, xx, 195,
'AskarI, Diusin al-ma'tin i, i , 194, ii, 250. An often qu oted example is al-Hut ay ' a ' s hijii'
on him self (Ibn Qutayba , 'Arab, pp . 358 f. , Aghiini, ii , 163 f. , 197 , Bayhaqi, Mah asin , p.
266, etc.).

85 Ibn Shakir, Fawiil, iii, 359 f. ; compa re the version of Ibn Za fir , Badati", i, 114.
86 ' Umda , ii, 88 . The epigram allu des to lines by Zayd Ibn ' Umayr (or CAmr), see Ibn

Qutayba , 'Uyiin , iv , 106, Ibn 'Abd R abbih , 'lqd, vi, 115 f. , etc. , and by Ka'ib Ibn
Zuhayr , the feet of whose camel hardl y tou ched the gro und (sec his Diuui n , p. 8) .
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The lines serve as an illustration of'allusion' to well-known lines and this
is, apparently , a sufficient justification . It is even possible that Ibn
Rashiq made the epigram for the occasion as an exercise, without having
anyone in mind, as indeed, his introductory words seem to suggest : 'I
myself have produced ($anaCtu; or is it a corruption of rjammantu?) by way
of hij(j'. . . '

3. Spain

Further west, in Spain, one finds similar discrepancies between
prescriptive criticism and poetical practice. Ibn Shuhayd (d. 426/1035),
an important poet and critic, says in a risiila,

... They told me that Idris had made obscene hiJa'on him (sci!. Abu J a' far ,
the vizier; hajah wa-aflzash). But I do not approve of obscenity. So I said on
him , by means of allusions (muCarri¢tZn)-for allusion is among the
embellishments of speech,

Abu Jacfar is a man who writes a nice hand with
the nib of his pen ; his eloquence is sweet .

Filled with fat and flesh he is: a fulness
that does not fit his secretaryship.

He sweats, not the water of modesty, 87

but what leaks of the excess of ritual impurity.
The water runs softly in his inferior parts,

causing in his upper part a hardness.P"

It is surprising to see a critic with such lofty ideas on poetry and its
inspirations" stoop to naively denying obscenity (if1Jiish) in this poem
merely because instead of obscene words it employs simple allusions and
circumscriptions. That Ibn Shuhayd knew how to use obscene words,
too, appears from the punch line of another epigram where someone is
described as sitting between two people as an ayrin bayna khU$yayni. 90

Ibn Hazrn (d. 456/1064) included a few lines of hij(j' in The Ring oj the
Dove.91 Having grown into an austere theologian and jurist he repented
of this youthful folly. Like al-Nahshali he divides poetry into categories
by means of moral criteria. The only type that may be quoted

87 ~aya); another version has jibah ' foreheads ' .
88 Ibn Shuhayd, Diuidn, p. 115, Ibn Bassam , Dhakhira, I, i, 263, Maqqari, Naft.z , ii ,

413, Ibn Ziifir, Bada'ic, i, 76.
89 See his Risdlat at-Tauuibi': wa-'l-zauuibi': and Monroe's Introduction to its translation .
90 Ibn Shuhayd, Diuuin, p. 255 . His masterly satire in prose on a glutton has a mildly

scatological ending, cf. Risdlat at-Taioabi", pp . 162-66, Monroe 's translation pp. 74-76;
see also Tha'filibi, Yatima, ii, 47-49 .

91 Ibn Hazrn, Tauiq, p. 131, three fragments, the last of which was left out by Arberry
(The Ring oj the Dove, pp. 244 f.) .
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unreservedly, he says in his Mariitib al-Suliim, is gnomic and edifying
poetry (al-ashciir allatifihd 'l-hikam wa- 'l-khay r). Two types, panegyric and
elegy , are barely permissible , with some qualifications ('for they are
mostly lies'); whereas four types should be avoided: love-poetry , poetry
glorifying vagabond outlaws (t~aCluk) and war, poetry describing foreign
parts and travels in the desert , and finally hijii), which is the worst of all ,

for it induces a man to make light of behaving like a stupid privy-sweeper,
and to apply oneself to the arts of those who earn a living by means of
stupidity, depravity, vileness, sullying people's honour, mentioning
pudenda, and abusing the inviolability of fathers and mothers; all this leads
to perdition in this world and the next. 92

Anyone who practises hi:jii) or other forbidden types Ibn Hazrn calls a sin­
ner ,fasiq.93 Here , literary criticism is subordinated to moral instruction:
the Mariitib al-Suliim is ' a complete plan for education' . 94 Ibn Hazrn does
not consider the possibility that hijii) may be edifying and salutary ,
neither inspiring depravity nor inspired by it. His concept of hijii? is
either narrow, restricted to malign types, or narrow-minded . His own
prose style is characterized by a frequent employ of angry and vigorous
invective, especially in his Fisal; obviously he would not have thought of
this as hi/ii'. If the poet must be a moral teacher, then al-Farabf's division
into six types of poems is more fruitful. Be this as it may, Ibn Hazrn
voiced the general mood of Spanish-Arabic critics .

Some poets too had scruples about hi/ii', such as Ibn Khafaja (d .
533/1139), who wrote in the introduction to his Diuuin:

Among those things that detract from the worth of poetry are practising it
professionally in order to obtain gifts , and employing it for the sake of hiJii'
... These two things do not belong to the essence (of poetry}."

It is a neat reversal of the traditional view of madil: and hi./ii' as the two
fundamental and central types of poetry. An invective epigram by Ibn
Khafaja quoted by al-Safadi'" is not contained in his Diuiiin, in which,
as he says, he did not include unseemly motifs or expressions .:" Another
poet who shunned hijii' was Ibn Hamdis (d. 527/1132) , who lived in
Sicily, the Maghrib and Spain.P" Like al-CAjjaj and Nusayb he felt the
need to defend himself against the charge of incompetence:

92 Ibn Hazrn, Rasii'il , ed. Ihsan (Abbas, Cairo, 1954, p . 66, al-Daya, Tdrikl: al-naqd,
pp. 311 f.; cf. (Abbas, Tdrikl: al-naqd, p. 487.

93 (Abbas, Tdrikh al-naqd, p. 488.
94 R. Amaldez in EJ2 , art. 'Ibn Hazrn".
9$ Ibn Khafaja, Diuuin , MS Leiden Or. 14056 , fol. 9b . I have to thank Mr A. Schip-

pers , Leiden , for drawing my attention to this passage.
96 Wcijl, vi, 85 .
9? Introduction to his printed Diioiin, p. 10.
98 EJ2, art. ' Ibn Hamdis ' (U. Rizzitano).
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They said to me: You are not good at hi;(j'.
I said: How come I am good at madih, then?

They said : Because you hope to be rewarded.
(Upon my life, there is a good analogy!).

I said, And my descriptive verse?-Fine, the y said.
I said: And my naszb?-Charming, they said.

There you are, I said , I have proof
in which there is ample space for truth .

Chasteness of the tongue is saying good things ,
immorality of the tongue is saying ugl y things .

Why should any Muslim man
be wounded by the sword of my tongue?99

' I am a man whose tongue you will not see uttering hajw as long as I live',
he says in another poem . Many a vilifier he has forgiven, but not from
meekness:

A wolf yelp s at a lion ,
but the lion does not think him his equal.

If he chose to overpower him
he would not leave one bit for the birds.P?

Great masters of invective that bear comparison with Jarir or Ibn aI­
Riimi are not to be found in al-Andalus. Hijd? was certainly less
cultivated in the West, although it should be taken into account that our
knowledge of it has been negatively influenced by the anthologists; one
only has to compare Ibn Bassarrr 's Dhakhira with al-Tha -alibi's Yatima al­
dahr, or Ibn al-Kattani's Tashbihdt with its eastern counterpart by Ibn
Abi 'Awn. If the anthologists had had a different taste more would have
been preserved of the poetry of al-Yakki, who excelled only in hyCi), most
of it obscene, 101 or al-Abyad , who was killed on accou nt of his hy'ii), 10 2

or Abu 'l-Qasim al-Sumaysir, ' who made much hy'ii)' and who wrote a
book called Shijii) al-amrddfi akhdli al-a'rdd ('The Cure of Diseases: On
Defamation ' ), 103 and others.

That such an obscure minor poet as al-Yakkf is called by Ibn Sa'Id 'the
Ibn al-Rumi of our time, the Hutay'a of our epochJ?" neatly epitomizes
the difference in status of eastern and western hy'ii), in that it implies a
marked difference in both the quality and the quantity of what is pre­
served.

99 Ibn Harndis , Diuuin, p. 94.
100 Ibn Harndis, D itoiin, p. 520 .
101 (Abbas , Tdrikli al-adab al-andalusi: (a~r al-Tawii'if, p. 144.
102 Ib id ., pp. 143-45 .
101 Ibid . , pp . 139-42; cf. Ibn Bassiim, Dhakhira, I , ii, 372 ff. , Maqqari, Naflz, ii, 496 .
' 0+ (Abbas, op . cit . , p. 144.
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The poetical fragments of Hispano-Arabic poets compiled by Ibn al­
Kattani (d . c. 420/1029) are seldom coarse and never obscene; the four
epigrams contained in the sections against women and singing girls are
a pale shadow of what Ibn Abi <Awn had to offer. 105 The themes of
satirical and invective epigrams are largely the same: here too we find
misers, spongers, bores, hunchbacks, short people, beards, noses; but
many poems lack the pungency provided by scurrility. In one of the
fragments quoted by Ibn al-Kattani, a certain Muhammad Ibn <Abd al­
'Aziz al-Fl.Itbi describes his hijd? rather lamely but perhaps appropriately
as having ' motifs like maidens strolling in embroidered mantles' .106

In his large anthology al-Dhakhira Ibn Bassarn (d. 543/1147) inserts a
digression on hijii'. As if to atone for a witty but somewhat obscene allu­
sion in a line of verse, he adds that he has safeguarded his book 'from
the disgrace of hijii)' and proceeds with a subdivision:

Hijii) can be divided into two sorts . One is called 'hiJii' of noble people'
(haJw al-ashriij), which does not go as far as to be malignant abuse (sibiib
muqdhi') or distasteful scurrility ( ... ) Rather, it consists of reprimanding and
rebuking ( ... ) The second sort consists of abuse; Jarlr and his contem­
poraries invented it. He used to say : when you make hijii', make people
laugh. But this kind has never destroyed a family and no tribe has been
reviled by it. It is from this that we have safeguarded this anthology, by
keeping it altogether free from it. Abu Mansur al-Thaialibi disgraced
himself by what he wrote down in this vein in his Yat/ma, thus branding
himself with a lasting mark of infamy.':"

Ibn Bassams view concurs with that of Ibn Shuhayd, who had said: 'It
is very difficult to revile noble people, for you will find that ugly words
glance off them and vicious speech does not demolish them' . I 08 As for
abuse, the Dhakhira is not wholly free of it. After saying that he will not
quote al-Sumaysir's offensive hijii), Ibn Bassam does in fact give just such
an epigram of his against the people of Kairouan ;109 and he quotes a line
by Ibn al-Haddad against al-Sumaysir, beginning: 'People of Granada,
bugger your Sumaysir' .110 Censuring al-Tha'filibi did not stop him from
including a number of lines from a long and extremely scurrilous invee-

105 Compare for instance Ibn al-Kattani, Tashbihdi , pp. 180 r. (Hoenerbach 's transla­
tion pp . 214 f.) with Ibn Abi 'Awn, Tashbihdi, pp . 125-38.

106 Tashbihdt, p. 72 , Hoenerbach ' s translation , p . 105. Even more strikingly jarring is
the image employed by Muzarrid in a line of hijii': ' . .. buboes with pustules sharp and
prominent like the nipples of breasts of young maidens' (Lyall's translation , Mufad­
rjaliyyiit , no . 15 vs. 24) .

107 Dhakhira, I, ii, 61-63.
108 Dhakhira, I, i , 202; cf. Monroe 's translation in Ibn Shuhayd, Risiilat at-Tauidbi" , p.

33 not e 97 .
'09 Dhakhira, I, ii, 372 1'. ; not all MSS have this passage.
110 Dhakhira, I, ii, 391 .
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rive poem by the eastern poet al-Wasani, given in full by al-ThacaIibLlll

More strictly against invective was Moshe Ibn 'Ezra (d. c. 1140) , the
Jewish poet-critic who wrote his Hebrew poetics al-Muhddara wa- 'l­
mudhdkara in Arabic and who was well-acquainted with the Arabic
poetical tradition. His attitude towards poetry is ambivalent, embracing
both 'd isparagement of poetry and admiration for the poets themselves
and their poems' }I2 'As for hya", he says, speaking of his own poetry,
'it has never passed my lips against any particular individual , even
though it would be an easy thing, since it is easier to destroy than to
build ' . . . 113 In a lengthy diatribe against hy'a'he invokes the philosophers:

Plato said: People with shortcomings try to find out shortcomings in others,
and believe those who speak about them so as to have an excuse for their
doings;'!"

and he even cites the 'Koran of the Arabs' in order to prove that one
should pay no attention to insults and 'turn away from the ignorant',115
He condemns Ibn Gabirol because he, for all his inclination towards phi­
losophy, was dominated by his' angry spirit ' and made light of reviling
prominent people. 116 Similarly, he praises Abu 'umar Ibn Sahl as a poet
but reproaches him because 'he did not control his passion in hya" .117

Yet he admits that he himself has produced both panegyric verse and
its opposite:

If! have excessively eulogized someone or blamed contemporaries ( ... ) (it
is because) I proceeded on the way of the ancients and followed in the two
communities (viz , Jews and Arabs) the opinion of those who have spoken
on hyperbole and prolixity ... 118

If he blamed these 'contemporaries' (ahl al-zamdnv anonymously or collec­
tively, then there is no contradiction with his denial of having made hy'a'
against particular persons; moreover, it is possible that Ibn 'Ezra
distinguishes between constructive dhamm, 'blame ', however excessive,
and destructive invective (hy·a,).

Another reason for Ibn 'Ezra's aversion to hy'a' was, as he saw it, the
desecration of the holy text that formed the basis of the medieval Hebrew
poetic language'P-c-an argument that could not be used by Muslim

I II Dhakhira, IV , i, 70-73, Tha'ialibi, Yatima, i, 349-55 ,
112 Scheindlin, 'Rabbi Moshe Ibn Ezra ', pp. 112 f.
113 Ibn ' Ezra, MuM(1ara, p. 106.
'14 MuMrfara, p. 108.
lIS MuM4ara, p. 112, referring to Koran , vii , 199.
116 MuMrfara, p. 70,
111 MuM(iara, p. 76,
118 MuM(iara , p. 114 ,
119 MuM(1ara, p. 86 .
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CrItiCS with equal force because of the different history of the Arabic
language. Apart from this, Ibn 'Ezra, though a rabbi and a poet of much
pious verse, based his criticism of hiJii) on general ethics rather than on
religion ; on the sayings of the ancient Greeks rather than the Torah.



CHAPTER SIX

PHILOSOPHERS

1. From Aristotle to Aoerroes

In spite of his tendency to quote the philosphers Ibn 'Ezra shows
remarkably little concern for Aristotle's Poetics or the Arabic commen­
taries on it .! This is no doubt partly because al-Muhiidara is not a
systematical treatise on poetics," but it may be due also to the broad gap
between traditional Arabic poetics and the study, by the philosophers, of
Aristotle's difficult text. Before the twelfth century merely a few scattered
ideas were blown over from one side to the other; then some attempts
were made to narrow or even bridge the gap, notably in the Arab West:
Ibn Rushd (Averroes, d . 595/1198) tried to interpret and illustrate
Aristotle by means of Arabic poetry and Arabic poetic terminology, and
Hazirn al-Qartajanni (d. 684/1285) aimed at a synthesis of traditional
Arabic and 'Aristotelian' views." The quotation-marks enclosing
,Aristotelian' are needed, for the history of Aristotle's Poetics in Arabic
has with good reason been called 'the history of an error'. 4 Properly
speaking, it was a tragi-comedy of errors, because what began as a
wrong, or at least very unfortunate, translation or 'tragedy' and 'com­
edy' as madih and hija', respectively, gave rise to a generic theory of con­
siderable interest.

The rendering of these terms by Abu Bishr Matta Ibn Yiinus (d.
328/940) is certainly infelicitous but understandable . Al-Farabi and Ibn
Sina (Aviccnna, d . 428/1037) chose a more correct solution. Not only
does Arabic lack corresponding terms, the concepts ' tra gedy ' and 'com­
edy' were wholly unknown; therefore they let the Greek words stand-at
the cost, however, of estranging completely the traditional critics, who
took offence at the barbarous words, if they took the trouble to look into

I See his general remarks, Mu&Qt/.ara·, pp . 134 ff.
2 Scheindlin , ' Ra bbi Moshe Ibn Ezra ' , p. 104.
3 An earlier attempt was , it seems , the 'T reatise on Poetics in which Greek and Arabic

are mixed ' by Ibn al-Haytharn (d . 430/1038); see Ibn Abi Usaybi'a, CUyiin , ii , 94 .
Nothing is known of it.

• F. Gabrieli , 'Intorno alia versione arabe della Poetica di Aristotel c' Rendiconti della
Reale Accad. nasion. dei Lincei, Classe di scienze morali, storiche efilologiche , Ser . VI a, vol. V ,
Roma, 1929, p. 235, quoted in Heinrichs, Arabische Dichtung, p. 105. See also Gabrieli,
' Estetica"; on hiJa ) in particular: pp . 293, 300 f. , 322, 326, 329.
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these works at all. 5 Abu Bishr's method is pardonable, and almost accep­
table, as long as a translation is not taken to be an equation ; but this is
what happened inevitably. It is somewhat unfair to deride Abu Bishr for
equating a Greek comedy with an Arabic invective poem if he only gave
an approximation. When we see that Aristotle connects comedy
historically with invective, and describes comedy as concerned with the
ridiculous , the ugly, the ignoble, and in general with presenting people
as worse than average ," then we can at least understand why the transla­
tions were chosen.

Although tragedy and comedy do not exhaust the genres listed by
Aristotle , their importance in his system and their neat opposition pro­
vided a starting-point for those critics who made the polarity of ' praise '
and 'blame' the basis of a generic theory of poetry. Aristotle himself,
speaking of the origin of poetry , had distinguished two elementary kinds
of poetry , according to the character of individual poets: some were
attracted towards the representations of noble actions, others, being less
noble themselves, preferred to depict ignoble actions." Hence, panegyric
and invective are basic categories. This idea was not wholly strange to
traditional Arabic critics: we saw that Dhu 'l-Rumma did not qualify as
a great poet in Al-Asma'T's opinion because he did not excel in hajw and
madh;" and that Abu 'Ali" al-Basir declared poetry (that is, poetry that
matters) to be ' either madi: or hij(j).9

It was Ibn Sina who developed a poetics in which the distinction
between praise and blame is fundamental :

The aim of every imitator is either am elioration (tabsfn) or depreciation
(taqbfb), for a thing is imitated either to be made better or worse (. . .) Eve ry
action is either base or noble . Since the y [the Greeks] practiced the imita­
tion of acti on s, some pro ceeded to imitate them for pure similitude, neither
for ameliorat ion nor depreciation . Every imitation and similitude , how­
ever , was implicitly prepared towards amel ioration or depreciation, or, in
general terms , towards enco mium or invect ive . to

Ibn Stria, with the last two words, avoids the mistake of Abu Bishr:
instead of madib and hij(j), being too closely associated with Arabic

s See Ibn al-Athir, Mathai, ii, 5 f.
6 Poetics, 1448a , 1448b-1449a .
7 Poetics, 1448b ; cf. 1448a : the objects of imit ation are actions by agents who are either

good or bad .
a Above, pp. 36, 42.
9 Above, p. 77 not e 100.
10 Ibn Sina, Fann al-shi'r, in Aristfitalis, Fann al-shi'r, pp . 169 f. , as tran slated by

Dahiyat, Avicenna 's Commentary, pp. 74 f. The translat ions of tahsin ('amelioration ' , ' to be
mad e better') and its opposite are no t quite correct : mimesis or imit at ion does not make
things better or worse, but mak es them look bett er or worse by representing them as good
or bad . It is tru e that the Arabic terms are ambiguous.
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poems, he employs the more general terms madh and dhamm. II His
poetics is a blend of Aristotelian poetics and epideictive rhetoric; in the
latter , ' praise' and 'blame' are basic categoriesY Ibn Sina repeatedly
rem inds his reader, as if to avoid any misunderstandings , of the fact that
he , or rather Aristotle , is speaking of Greek poetry. Occasionally he
points ou t differences or similarities between Arabic and Greek poetry,
as far as he knows it. Thus he explains that

Greek poetry was generally intended for imitating actions and emotions ,
and nothing else. The Greeks did not primarily occupy themselves with the
imitation of persons, as did the Arabs. 13

The Arabs used to compose poetry for two purposes : (i) to affect the soul
by presenting a given matter that moves it in the direction of an action or
emotion ; and (ii) for pleasure alone-everything .was imitated for the
pleasure of its imitation ."

If this betrays a lack of knowledge of Greek verse, at least it shows some
insight into Arabic poetry. But Ibn Sina did not set out to study, in a
systematical fashion , the differences between Greek and Arabic poetry.
His first loyalty is to Aristotle 's text , and although he may have believed
in the universal validity of some of its content, he does not say so
explicitly.

When he paraphrases Aristotle 's Rhetoric on ' praise ' and ' blame' and
the reasons for both. !" we can assume that he believed these ideas to be
generally valid, and therefore applicable to hija?and madih, However, the
text does not prove this; it refers to Arabic hija) only in passing.!"

\I Hijd? is said to be a component of comedy, qiimiidhiyii: ' a kind in which evils, vices
and ahiiji are ment ion ed ' (Ibn Sina , al-Hikma al-'Arii(iiyya , p. 31 , Fann al-shi'r , p. 166; cf.
Dahi yat, op . cit., p . 67 an d see the similar passage in Farabl, Qawiinin, ed. Badawi, p.
153, ed , Arb erry , p. 269, tran slation pp . 275 f. , Cantar ino, Arabic Poetics, p. 113) . Else­
where: 'C omedy is a kind of poetry in which hija) is made, mixed with ridicule (lanz) and
mockery (sukhriyya), di rected at a per son ' (Ibn Stna, Fann al-shi'r, p . 169, cf. Dahiyat ,
op. cit., p . 73) . Aristotl e ' s text (Poetics, 1449a) is rather different.

. 2 Dahiyat , Avicenna 's Commentary, pp. 30 , 48-51 ; cf. also H einrichs , Arabische Dichtung,
p. 161, Schocler, Einige Grundprobleme, pp . 23-25.

' 3 Dahiyat 's translat ion (op . cit. , p. 74); Ibn Stn a. Fann al-shi'r , pp. 169 f. In spite of
Gab rieli's commentary (' Estetica' , p. 302) and Dahiyar 's not e, I think that one should
perh aps tran slate ' things ' or ' beings' instead of ' persons'; the Arabic has al-dhatodt.
Dahiyat seems to suggest th at the persons are the ' selves' of the poets : ' . .. the " objects"
of Ar abi c poetry are the " persons" (dhawat) , i.e., it is conce rne d with the expression of
the poet's own emotion or impression s' ; but Ibn Srna, in accorda nce with the traditional
conce pt of the poetical aghrdd, makes other persons or bein gs the object of Arabic poetry .

,. Dahi yar ' s translation , op. cir. , p. 74; Ibn Sina, Fann al-shi'r, p. 170.
" See esp. Ibn Sina , Khatdba, pp . 83-93; cr. Aristotle , Rhetoric, 1366a-68a .
•6 Mocking, rid iculous metaphor s are said to be a ppropria te in ' hurtful kind s of poetry

in which ahdji, obscen ity (fu1)sh) and scurrility (rajath) are menti oned' (Kha!iiba , p. 212;
cf. Aris totle , Rhetoric, 1406b). The only line of poetry in al-Khatdba is a line of hijd? by
al-Mutanabbi (p . 209 ; cf. Mutanabbi, Diuuin , ed . Dieteri ci, p. 253) .
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although these and many other ideas discussed in the Rhetoric could be
fruitfully applied to Arabic poetry .

Ibn Rushd, on the other hand, makes it clear from the beginning that
his subject is precisely what is common to the poetry of all nations, or
most of them.!? He tries therefore to establish as many analogies as possi­
ble between Aristotle's concepts and traditional Arabic ones. Thus he is
not afraid to take over from Abu Bishr's translation the terms madih and
hiJa} and to give them a fundamental status: ' H e (sci!. Aristotle) said:
Every poem (shi'r) and every poetic discourse is either hiJa} or madih ,' 18

Ibn Rushd was aware of the incompleteness of the Poetics, comedy being
the subject of the lost second part. However, he does not greatly regret
the loss:

What is missing, concerning things common (to all nations), is the discus­
sion of hija). But it would seem that the study of this would closely resemble
what has been said in the section of madih, since the knowledge of something
can be derived from its opposite;'?

-a conclusion that derives some justification from the procedure of
Aristotle himself in the Rhetoric: 'No special treatment of censure and
vituperation is needed. Knowing the above facts , we know their con­
traries' .20

Following Aristotle, Ibn Rushd explains that noble people tend
towards praising virtues, and those with a less perfect nature towards
blaming vices . Therefore some poets excel in panegyric poetry but not
in haJw, and vice versa. 21 Both types may occur in combination, however:

Sometimes, however, he whose aim is hija) on bad people and bad things
is compelled to praise good people and virtuous acts, in order that the
ugliness of the bad things may be more obvious.F

The same point had been made by Ibn Sina. 23 As Dahiyat says, this was
'one of the characteristically Avicennean asides";" Abu Bishr's transla-

17 Ibn Rushd, Talkhis al-shi'r, in Aristutalis, Fann al-shi'r , p. 201 ; Cantarino, Arabic
Poetics, p. 177; Butterworth, Averroes' Middle Commentary, p. 59.

18 Talkhis al-shi'r, p. 201 , Cantarino, Arabic Poetics, p. 177, Butterworth, Averroes' Mid­
dle Commentary, p . 59.

19 Talkhis al-shi'r, p. 250 , Butterworth, op . cit., p . 141.
20 Rhetoric, 1368a, translation by W . Rhys Roberts; cr. the old Arabic translation, ed.

Badawi, p. 45, ed . Lyons, p . 49; Ibn Sina, Khatdba, p. 93, Ibn Rushd , Talkhis al-khatdba ,
pp. 162 r.

2 1 Talkhis al-shi'r, pp. 204 f. , Cantarino, Arabic Poetics, p. 180, Butterworth, op. cit.,
p.66.

22 Talkhis al-shi'r, p. 207; Cantarino, Arabic Poetics, pp. 182 f. (his translation is incor­
rect), Butterworth , op cit., p. 70.

23 Ibn SIna, Fann al-shi'r, p. 172, Dahiyat, Auicenna's Commentary, p. 79.
24 Dahiyat, op. cit., p. 79 note 3.
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tion of the passage in question " hopelessly muddles Poetics 1448b,26 and
Ibn Simi , followed by Ibn Rushd , succeede d in making good sense out
of nonsen se by conside ring the poetry they knew . They might have
ad ded that the reverse holds as well: a panegyric theme m ay be enhanced
by a cont rasting invective section ; in Arabic poems com binations of
invecti ve and praise or self-praise can be found in every imaginable pro­
portion.

Whereas Ibn Sina had described ' comedy' as a combination of invec­
tive, ridicule and mockery,27 Ibn Rushd reshap es the passage as follows:

With the art of hija' is meant not only the im itation of eve ryt hing that is
bad and ugl y, but also everything that is bad and to be mocked. s" th at is,
despi cable and ugly but not ca using conce rn .P?

Apart from these general remarks we learn but little about Ibn Rushd 's
opinions on Arabic hij"ii'. Examples from Arabic poetry are liberally given
in the portions dev oted to stylistics, but in the rest they are lacking. 'You
will easily find examples of this in Arabic poet ry ' , he says, speaking of
the three type s of poetical utterance: positive, negative or neutral presen­
tation (tahsin, taqbili and mu,tiibaqa),30 adding that , accord ing to al-Farabi,
' most of the poems of the Arabs deal with gre ed and wh at is offensive;
for the kind they call nasib is merely inciteme nt to depravity; children
ou gh t to shun it' . 3 1 It is obvious that Ibn Rushd 's view of poetry is
thoroughly ethical ; he seems to deplore the fact that the Arabs , unlike the
Greeks as he believes, frequen tly prefer the ' neutral' description to the
promotion of virtue and the restriction of vice . Whether deliberately or
not , he almost ignores the poss ibility that a poet perversely would praise
vices (as happens regularly in nasib as he apparently thinks) or mock vir­
tues . Near the end of the treatise, it is true, he quotes three lines in which
fleeing from battle is so well defended as to elicit the comment: 'You,

2~ Ed . Badawi, p . 92, ed . <Ayyad , p . 39: 'S ome of those who were more ignoble,
having made hy(j) on bad people, mad e afterwards panegyrics and eulogies on other bad
people ' .

26 In Ingram Bywater's translati on : 'T he latter class produced invectives at first, just
as oth ers did hymns and panegyrics . '

27 See above, p. 98 , note 11.
28 kull ma huwa shari mustahza? bih : read perhaps shay ' for sharr; cr. Abu Bish r ' s transla-

tion , ed . Badawi, p . 95, ed . eAyy ad, p . 45.
29 Ibn Rushd , Talkhis al-shi'r , p. 208 , Butterworth , op . cit. , p . 71.
30 Talkhi$ al-shi'r, p. 205 , Butterworth , op. cit. , p . 67.
31 Talkhis al-shi'r, p. 205; Bu tterworth , op . cit., pp. 67 f. I have not found the quota­

tion in al-Farabi' s works . Compare above , p . 75. I do not kno w on what reading Butter­
worth 's translati on 'desire an d yearning ' is ba sed; Badawi' s edi tion ha s al-naham tua­
'l-karih.
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Arabs , have made everything look beautiful , even fleeing '. 32 But this
illustration is given in passing and not in the context of a discussion of
tahsin al-qabili or its counterpart , taqbil: al-hasan, although traditional
criticism recognized th eir irnportance.P Any discussion of hljfi' which
neglects the rej ection of accepted values, thus restricting the term to
'ethical' hlj'ii', is incomplete and unsati sfactory.

2. Hiiz im al-Qartiijannt

Al-Qartajannf' s theor y of genres is something of an improvement in
th is respect. Not onl y does he offer an elaborate system of aghrdd, th e
' aims' of poetry , he makes a fundamental distinction between the two
'ways' of seriousness and jesting, tariqatd 'l-jidd tua- 'l-hazl , the former
deriving from virtuous and rational motives, the latter from
shamelessness and folly (mujiin wa-sukhj)34- the choice of these words
makes it obvious that al-Qartaj anni sees a close association between hazl
and obs cen ity . The opposition of j idd and hazl is such a common topos
in works of adab and ethics that at first sight it seems strange that before
Hazim al-Q artajanni no lite rary theoretician made it a basic crite rion in
the division of poetry: at mo st, hazl served as an appendix to the var ious
serious kinds. This is how ever not wholly unjustified in view of the pro­
portion of 'j esting' poetry in the whole of poetic production. Indeed,
Hazim himself shows that the division into Jidd and hazl is not a sym­
metrical one: hazl is often a parasite, employing the same motifs and
expressions as jidd; an indication that hazl is meant is needed, whereas
j idd needs no such indication .35

3 2 Talkhis al-shi'r , pp . 249 f., Bu tterworth , op. cit. , pp. 140 f. The fragm ent is by al­
H arith Ibn H isharn , see Ha mdsat Abl Tammiim , p. 88 , Ibn Isha q , SITa, iii , 19, Guillaume' s
transla tion pp . 346 f. and man y oth er sources. The comment was made by Rutbil , ruler
of Sijistan , according to Ibn cAbd Rabbih , clqd, i, 140, Aghiinl , iv, 170, etc.

33 See above , p . 47 ; also Ibn cAbd R abbih, 'Lqd, v , 335-38 (section taqblb al-hasan wa­
tahsin al-qablb) . Compare also the ' figure ' of talattuf introdu ced by Abu Hiliil a l-fAskari,
defined as ' dealing subtly with a good concept in order to make it base, or with a base
one in order to make it good ' (SiniiCatayn , pp . 445-47, cf. pp . 59 f.), which is not unlike
Ibn Rashiqs taghdyur (CUmda, ii, 100-104 , d . Ibn Abi 'l-I~bac , Tahrir, pp. 277-89, Ibn
Hijja , Kh iziina, pp . 128-37 , Halabi, Husn al-tauiassul, p. 103, etc .). Al-Tanasi has a sec­
tion en titled al- iqtidiir 'alii tahsin al-qabiit uia-taqbih. al-hasan (N a?m al-durr, pp . 147-54) . The
poet al-CAttiibi (d . c. 220/835) said th at eloqu ence (baliigha) could depict falsehood in the
ima ge of truth Uii1) i~ , Bayiin , i , 113, 220, cf. Ibn cAbd R abbih , 'Lqd, v, 335 f.). The best
poetry, according to al-A srna'T, takes up a low ide a and makes it great th rough its words,
or vice versa (Q udama, N aqd, p . 99, H a timi , Hilya , i , 156 , cAskari, $ iniiCatayn , p. 395 ,
Khafaji , Sirr, p. 148, Ibn Rashiq, ' Umda, ii, 57, etc.). As for Greek equivalents, one may
compa re Plato ' s Phaedrus (see R eadings in Classical Rheto ric, p . 25). For Persian lite rature,
see Nizami cAruQi Chaha, maqiila, p . 30, Browne 's translat ion p. 42 .

34 Minhd], p . 327 .
3 $ M inhiij, pp . 329 f.
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Serious motifs may be perverted in a context of hazl: Muhalhil 's line 36

serves as an illustration . In hazl the wording should be neat , not strained
and studied . Characteristic is a low style, employing the vocabulary of
'vagabonds , wanton people , those of (humble) occupations , the common
people, women and children '.J7 Poetic logic in the two categories is dif­
ferent : whereas in jidd what is necessary and contingent should not be
represented as impossible, nor should what is necessary be said to be con­
tingent (the reverse is preferable) , in hazl all this is possible, no matter
whether one 's aim is to mock (tahakkum) or merely to raise a laugh .38 The
same applies to contentious or contemptuous poems imusluijara toa­
mukiibara), even though they are not strictly hazl. Caution is needed when
one mixes the two ' ways' .3 9

It is plausible that Hazim , when he presented jidd and hazl as fun­
damental categories, was influenced by Ibn Sina's Poetics, as he was in
many other respects (Ibn Rushd's Talkhis al-shi'r was unknown to him).
'T ragedy' and 'comedy', left untranslated by Ibn Slna, are adapted to
Arabic terminology and concepts and represented , not by madib and
hijii), but by j idd and hazl,40 an altogether more satisfying procedure; all
the more so because Hazim was not hampered by the limitations of the
method of the philosophers, who were more eager to understand Aristo­
tle's ideas and make them intelligible , than they were interested in
Arabic poetry .

There are obvious connections between hazl and hijii). In one of the
parts of Hazim 's Minhiij al-bulaghd? where this is evident, it is argued that
different kinds of poetry require different metres. Here , too, Hazim is
adapting Greek poetics to his own ends, although al-Farabi had denied
that such ideas could be applied to Arabic poetry. 41 In self-praise, for
instance , 'stately , splendid and strong metres ' are appropriate : but

wherever he (sci!. the poet) aims at jesting or contempt, when he aims at
despising or mocking something, he should imitate this by suitably
frivolous (.tii'isha) met res of little splendour.:"

Apparently , tatuil , said to be the strongest and most splendid metre , is
not the most suitable one for hijii), nor is madid or ramal , which are
appropriate in elegy because of their ' softness and weakness ' Y It is

36 MinhiiJ, p. 331; see abov e, p. 82.
3 7 MinhiiJ, p. 331.
38 MinhiiJ, p. 145.
39 MinhiiJ, 329 f., 333-35.
40 This identification was proposed by Ihsan (Abbas, Tiirikh al-naqd, p. 563.
41 Farabl, Qiiwiinin, ed . Badawi , p. 152, ed . Arberry , p. 269, translation p. 275 .
42 Minhiij, p. 266 .
43 Minhiij, pp. 268 f.
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implied that in the more serious forms of hij"ii), however , metres such as
iauiil and basil are possible (as indeed they are). 44

In the chapter onjidd and hazl the connections and differences between
the latter and hijii) are not explored systematically; hiJii) belongs to a dif­
ferent classification. 'Seriousness ' and 'j esting' are 'ways' (.turuq) that
lead to ' aims' (aghriir/) discussed in the chapter that follows.:" First Hazim
mentions and dismisses a number of traditional generic divisions. His
own exposition falls back on what he had said before, in the chapter on
'poetic motifs': poets are moved to make poetry by primary purposes
(aghriir/. uwal). These are things that bring about joy or grief, or related
emotions such as hope and fear. Depending on the circumstances these
may lead to the uttering of praise or blame in all their variants. 46

Thus it is clear that the aims of poetry are of several kinds and types, sub­
divided into yet other types . The primary kinds are pleasure (irtiyalz) and
concern (iktirath), and what is compounded of the two , such as imbuing
pleasure with concern or concern with pleasure: these are the 'moving'
methods."? Below the level of these kinds are the following types: wonder
and appraisal, satisfaction and anger, contention and inclination, fear and
hope . Below the level of these types are secondary types , viz . panegyric,
love-poetry (naszb), elegy. . .48

From the basic sources of poetry, summarized in this passage, the basic
aims can be derived . These are defined as bringing about useful things
and warding off harmful th ings.t? Hijii), then , is to be placed in the latter
category. It is one of the four ' main types' (ummahiit al-turuq al-shi'riyya),
together with congratulations, condolences and panegyrics,50 a division
resulting from his choice of criteria; he himself recognizes that in prac­
tical criticism people may prefer to divide poetry into panegyric, love­
poetry , hijd? and elegy, being the most im portan t and commonest
modes;" although invective and ' agonistic' poetry (muhiijiit , muniifariit ,
mushiijariit , mufiikhariit) are not as abundant as love-poetry , panegyric and
elegy.52

.. No extensive statistical information is at my disposal ; suffice it to mention that 46
out of 80 fragments and poems in th e chapter of hi.Jii) in Abu Tammarn ' s Hamdsa employ
the lawi/. Even in the 'frivolous' chapter against women tatoil is still the most popular with
seven out of eighteen fragments.

45 M inhty·, pp . 337-53, studied and translated by Schoel er, Einige Grundprobleme.
46 Minhii], pp . 11 f. , Schoeler, op. cit., pp. 111 f.
H al-turuq al-shty·iya: love-poetry such as nasib is meant.
48 M inhii..J, p . 12, Schoeler, op . cit . , p . 113. The text breaks off here; it is obvious that

hijii) is on e of the ' secondary ' types.
49 Minhdj, p. 337 .
50 MinMj , pp . 339 , 341.
.. Minhii], p . 349 , Schoel er , op . cir., p. 104.
52 Minhii], p. 349.
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Included in hiJii) are more or less mild forms of crincrsm such as
reproach (mu'iitaba), 'taking to account' (ta'dzd), rebuke (tawblkh) and
scolding (taqrl'), depending on the extent to which the perpetrator of the
harmful thing is blamed for his deeds .53

Hazim's classification is neat, consistent, and compatible with Arabic
poetical practice. In the elaboration of the several modes, however, he
shows little originality, as Schoeler says.54 We do not learn much, after
all, from rather perfunctory remarks such as:

The method of hiJii) is to aim at those things of which one knows or
estimates that the addressee of the hijii) will be distressed when they are
mentioned, and will grieve when he hears of what is connected with him .55

When he speaks of aghriirj Hazim is not necessarily thinking of poems
or sections of poems: the level of aghriirJ, is rather more abstract. Regard­
ing his observations on the compatibility of aghriir;l, Schoeler remarks that
Hazirn refers to the polythematic poem in which, for instance, nasib and
madii: are combined. He criticizes Hazim's theory here because the not
uncommon combination of nasib and hiJii)in one poem is ignored , since,
as Schoeler suggests, it would not seem to fit his theory, which denies the
compatibility of opposite types. 56 However, Hazim is not necessarily
concerned here with the polythematic qasida, as appears from his discus­
sion of single lines that combine seemingly contradictory aghriir;l:
examples of 'praise through what looks like blame', ta)kzd al-madh bimd
yushbih al-dhamm, as it is called in traditional Arabic poetics since Ibn al­
Mu'tazz,57 or the reverse, which amounts to a form of irony or sarcasm,
illustrated by a line of Ibn al-Riimi:

The best thing in them (but there is no good in them) is that they do not
sin against him who tells evil of them. 58

" Minhii], p. 339 . For a synopsis of Hazim's system of modes, see Schoeler, op. cit.,
pp . 30-32 .

54 Schoeler, op. cit., p. 107 note 1.
55 Minhiij, p . 352, cr. Schoe!er, op. cit .• p. 110, who may be right in translating the

last few words imimmd lahii bihi Culqa/calqa) as 'worin fur ihn (gleichsam) eine Tracht
Prugel liegt'. Perhaps 'ulqa refers to the ignominy that will 'cling' to him.

56 Schoe!er, op. cir., p . 105 note 3; cf. Minhiij, p. 350 .
>7 Minhiij , p . 350 : in al-Nabigha 's often-quoted line 'O ne fault they have : their swords

are notched from striking the squadrons', the combination or madband dhamm is justified
since the latter is subordinated to and in keeping with the former.

58 Minhiij, p. 350, Ibn al-Rurni, Diuidn , (i) , 282. Ibn Abi ' f-Isba '' (d. 654/1256) claimed
to be the first to have described this figure of speech, ea)kid al-dhamm bimdyushbih al-madh
(Tahrir, p . 550) . But long before his time the critics were aware of the figure ; see e.g.
Khalidiyyan, Ashbiih, ii, 310-14, who called it dhamm makhrajuh makhraj al-madli and who
criticised Ibn al-Mu-tazz for omitting it. One of the most often quoted examples is a line
by al-Najashi who damns with faint praise : 'A little tribe who never betray their covenant
and never wrong people as much as a mustard-seed' (Jal,li~, Bayiin, iv, 37, Tha'Iab,
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It is true that the combination of nasib and hijii) in one poem should
not have been omitted in Hazim' s theory , since elsewhere he takes the
trouble to explain why nasib is compatible with panegyric but not with
elegy. 59 In his view love -poetry in a panegyric poem serves as a kind of
reward for the addressee of the panegyric; so one might have expected
an explanation of how reward and punishment can occur together in one
poem. The answer could be that one ought to postulate two groups of
addressees: the person or tribe under attack, and those others among the
audience that are not attacked . Sometimes the latter are the addressees
properly speaking, the former being the subject of the poem. A more
rhetorical justification is given by Ibn al-Riimi:

Don't you see that before hijii)-poems, at their beginning,
I let nasib precede,

So that they may penetrate the hearing. Then follows m y hijii),
burning, branding the hearts,

Like a stroke of lightning that comes after a shower;
like the laughter of white girls who let wailing follow.60

Another explanation-they do not exclude each other-is provided by a
story told about al-Mutawakkil al-Laythi (d . second half of Ist17th cen­
tury). Being treated in al-Hira for an eye-disease he tries in va in to com­
pose a poem against an opponent, when he is interrupted by the arrival
of a beautiful woman who asks him to make some amatory verses on her.
Once the woman has departed the hijii) he wanted to make is finished at
a stretch , preceded as it is by nasib .s' Furthermore, hijii) and love poetry
are not always as clearly opposite as they seem: the description of female
charms (tashbib) was not rarely interpreted as a form of in vective by the
indignant husbands , brothers and other relatives; an inte rp retation that
was often intended by the poet himself. Apart from all this it must not
be forgotten that in many cases the forces of tradition are more relevant
that any poetic or rhetorical justifications: poets opened their formal
qasidas with nasib because that was the way to do it.

None of these aspects are mentioned by Hazim; and in view of his
eagern ess to restrict possible combinations and mixtures of modes,

Majalis , (ii), 431, Ibn Qutayba, Shier, p. 331, Ibn ' Abd Rabbih, 'Iqd, iii , 17, v , 318 ,
Khiilidiyyiin, Ashbdh, i, 35, ii, 198,310, 'AskarI, Diuidn al-ma'iini, i, 176, Husri , Zahr,
p. 54, NahshalI, Mumti" , p. 189, Ibn Rashiq, 'Umda, i, 52, etc. As pointed out before
(above, P- 26) the cal iph (Umar is represented in a story as wilfully misinterpreting the
line .

59 Minhii], p. 351 , Schoeler , op . cit., p. 108, and Minhiij, p. 338, Schoeler , op . cit. ,
pp . 87-89, respe ctivel y.

60 Ibn al-Rumi, Diuuin , (i), 328.
61 Aghiinf, xii , 166 f. Compare Ibn Rashiq , 'Umda, i, 211 f. , Van Gelder , Beyond the

Line, pp . 112 r.. 116.
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whe ther hazl and jidd or dhamm and madb, one may surmise, with
Schoeler, that Hazim deliberately ignored the problem , since in this
theory it would have entailed a condemnation of numerous poems by
respected poets.

Such a mixture of modes is dealt with elsew he re in the Minhiij, in a
chapter on diction . Each mode has its typi cal vocabula ry; it is wrong,
therefore , to em ploy these typi cal words in the wro ng mode. H azims
examples are taken from the human body: siilifa ' sidelock' andJid ' neck'
belong to love-poetry, isa :neck ' and hiihil ' shoulde r' to self-praise and
panegyric , akhda': ' nec k-vein', qadhiil ' back of the head ' and qafii ' back of
the neck ' belong to hijii).62 H e derived th ese thoughts from on e of his
sources, Ibn Sinan al-Khafaji, who had criticized the u se of such words
in the wrong context :

Praise should not be expressed in words properl y used in blame, no r blame
in words known to belong to praise . In all mod es such words ought to be
used as are fitting for ea ch mode , in a ser ious context those words th at
belong to it , and in a jesting contex t those words that belon g to it. 63

Ibn Sinan condemns therefore the use , in panegyric, of words such as
' feverish ' , ' the cu rsed devil ' , ' stupidity', ' madness' or ' nec k' (qaf ii). H e
even quotes an insensitive anonymous critic who censu red Ibn al-R urni
for his line : 'W hose hair is mad e of silver, whose teeth are made of gold ' ,
because the words ' gold' and 's ilver ' belong to praise. Al-Khafaji leaves
us in doubt whether he endorses this judgemen t, but it seems likely tha t
he did, failing to see the irony. 64 Al-Qartajanni did not bo rr ow thi s exam­
ple , it is true; but he should have been warned by it for the pitfalls of
irony and parody, whi ch make the prescribing of rules for hijd? a hazar­
dous affair .

If his treatment of hijii) in the chapters on the several modes is neither
detailed nor original , this is at least partly because the essence of hijii) has
been discussed in preceding parts of the M inhiij, on mimesis and
imaginative creation (mul,ziikiih and takhyzf) ,6 5 when he speaks of muhdkd:

taqbih, mimesis that uglifies . This is analysed on an abstract level; a few
individual lines, not poems , serve as examples. H e seems to hint at the
structure of a hijii)-poem when he says that in blame (dhamm) one should
begin with those characteristics of a thing that are most obviously ugl y,

62 M inhifJ', p. 364 ; cf. p . 152.
63 Kh afaji , SiTT, p. 154; cf. 156 on the several words for ' nec k' an d neighbouring parts

of the bod y, and compare ab ove, p. 4, note 12.
6' Sin , p. 155. Surprisin gly, Ahmad Badawi agre es wit h the anonymous cr it ic (Usus

al-naqd , p . 259) . I have not found th e line in Ibn al-Rumi's Diwiin . Silver ha ir and golden
teeth can be found in a passage of hijii' in prose in Azdl, Hikdya! Abi 'l-Qiisim , p . 57.

6' Studied and tr an slat ed in Heinrichs, A rabische Dichtung.
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followed by less obvious characteristics, like a painter who first paints the
broad outlines and then gradually adds finer details.s" Yet the compass
of the illustrations that follow (for the corresponding recommended order
in praise) is merely a line.

Positive or negative representation must concern either human acts or
beliefs. Hazim discerns four areas with respect to which an act or a belief
can be described as positive or negative : religion , intellect , virtue
(murii)iit, karam) and worldly fortune ; that is, something is condemned in
poetry usually with one or more of the following arguments, whether
explicitly or implicitly : God will punish you for it ; it is irrational and
stupid; people will blame your character for it and dislike you; you will
suffer in your possessions and desires."? By combining these
categories-praise or blame for acts or beliefs concerning the four
areas-e-Hazim is able to distinguish between numerous types of praise
and blame, without discussing them separately; they are merely the
possible sources of praise and blame that a poet may profitably
investigate when he wants to praise or blame something. He must
explore every aspect:

Beautification and uglification are applied , at times to the thing itself, at
other times to doing, believing or desiring that thing , and sometimes to all
this together. When (for instance) an old man loves a pretty girl and we
should wish to move him, by means of poetic utterances, to give her up,
we rely on blaming the act and denouncing youthful passion in old age, and
related things . If she is ugly (qabfba), or at least someone who can be
imaginatively represented as being ugly, then we can add blame of the girl 's
ugliness to blame of the youthful passion of the old man. If, however, the
lover is a young man we rely on whatever is ugly in the woman 's constitu­
tion and character-traits, such as perfidy and peevishness, etc., which are
attributed to women ; and being in love in youth we only represent as ugly
for him on some rational ground or other. 68

Hazirn does not make it clear whether or not he would call such a poem
hy"ii). According to one of his generic divisions, hijii) and mu'iitaba,
'reproach', properly apply only in the case of those ' harm ful' events that
have already taken place, so that here we have a 'warning' (indhiir) , or
perhaps ' intim idation' (tahdfd').69 But when he speaks of the four main
types of poetry (ummahiit a/-.turuq) hijii) has a more inclusive meaning. In
the practice of criticism much would depend on the tone , whether
friendly or scathing: only in the latter case would one speak of hy"ii); both

66 Minhiij, p. 101, Heinrichs , Arabische Dichtung, p. 226.
67 Minhiij, p. 106, Heinrichs, op. cit., pp . 233 f. Note that lack of 'virtue' is connected

with 'shame' rather than with 'guilt'.
68 Minhd], p. 108, Heinrich, op . cit. , p. 235.
69 Cf. Minhii], p. 340.
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types may be successful."? If the poem does not achieve its aim of preven­
ting the marriage it ought to be called a failure , by Hazims standards,
although he does not discuss such a possibility. It could be argued that,
even if unsuccessful , the poem might well deter people other than the
original addressee. In any case , giving vent to one 's own feelings of anger
and scorn is not recognized as a legitimate aim of poetry, no matter how
commonly this may be its main purpose in reality.

The passage on the old man and the girl is interesting in another
respect. Taqbih, loosely translated as ' uglification ' , means to represent a
certain act or belief or object as unattractive, so that it may be shunned
by the addressed person; in this sense it cannot, properly speaking, be
applied to invective poetry in which the addressed person himself is
derided for being physically ugly. The word 'ugly' (qabib) is ambiguous
for it may denote moral as well as physical ugliness. It is possible there­
fore that, in the passage translated above, one should read 'if she has a
bad character ' rather than ' if she is ugly'. Similarly, what has been
rendered as ' whatever is ugly in the woman's constitution' (reading
khalq) could be taken to mean 'whatever is bad in the woman's character'
(reading khuluq, in which case the following khalii)iq would be a clarifying
synonym)-as, indeed, Heinrichs does in his translation. This inter­
pretation seems to be supported by the fact, as we shall see, that Hazirn
adopted, with some qualifications, Qudamas distinction between true
and false hijii). But if the aim is to dissuade someone from marrying
surely pragmatic, rhetorically effective arguments must prevail over
moral considerations; moreover, it is the would-be groom who is
addressed and not the girl. One may compare the case of nasib which is,
ultimately, not intended for the female beloved but for the addressee of
the panegyric; and even Qudama allowed praise of physical features in
nasib.

Tahsin and taqbih, 'beautification' and ' u glification ' are thus not to be
confused with praise and blame of persons. Representing acts, beliefs or
objects as attractive or unattractive is morally neutral, even though much
of the four areas (religion , intellect, virtue, worldly fortune) is concerned
with morals." As for people, Hazim offers a refinement of Qudama's
moral stance . In a chapter on ' authentic' (a~il) and non-authentic motifs
in praise and blame he divides human acts into those that are free and
thos e that one is compelled to perform. In some acts of the latter category

70 Al-H akarn Ibn cAbdal , so the story goes, even succeeded in breaking up a marriage
of someone who had married above his sta tion , by means of hijii' , see Aghdni, ii, 408 f.

71 Note that Hazirn , un like Ibn Rushd , gives taqbl/;! al-hasan its due place , MinM.j, pp .
72,75.
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there is an indication from which it can be deduced that a person has
previously acted freely in a praiseworthy or blameworthy manner; these
non-free acts may be the object of praise or blame, but they are non­
authentic." Similarly, one praises someone for his noble origin ' because
often an eminent root points to an excellent branch'. Thus, ' people have
distinguished between proper (baqfqiyyan) and improper praise and
blame";" then he quotes at length Qudama's classification of the vir­
tues.?" adding that ' the ancients ' had preceded him in this classifi ca­
tion. 75 After citing Ibn Sinan al-Khafaji' s reaction, who had argued that
one cannot change one 's character any more than one can change one's
appearance.?" Hazim continues:

This objection is not correct, for philosophers who have spoken on the vir­
tues are agreed that a human being may be able (qadyaqdir) to acquire some
virtues by adopting it as a (second) nature, and to perfect many of his short­
comings in this respect by means of habituation, exercise and mental
effort. 77

He qualifies this, however:

Adopting this (second) nature can only take place if a natural disposition
to acqu ire it is already there ; (oo.) As for one 's physical constitution and
on e 's appearance, one cannot transform it in any way. Therefore , to praise
someone for things deemed good in this respect is to deceive him ; and to
blame him for things considered bad in this respect is to do him an injustice.
Evidence for this is a story told about al-Mughira Ibn Habna? and Ziyad
al-A 'jam, who did not stop making hijii) on each other until Ziyad
upbraided his rival for some diseases that had befallen some of his relatives.
Then al-Mughira said , ' H ow can we be guilty of what he has mentioned?
These are diseases; but a man should only be upbraided for his own
achievements ' v"

Thus, al-Qartajanni continues, Qudiima's view finds support in what is
told about the Arabs (He chooses not to say that far more supportive
evidence can be found there for the opposite view) . Yet , praise for other
than the four virtues is possible , but only if such a quality regularly co-

72 Minhii], pp. 163 f.
73 , Minha.,j , p. 165.
H Minhd], pp. 165-67.
H The reference is to the Greek philosophers , not , as the editor thinks, to ancient Arab

critics and transmitters of poetry.
76 Above, pp. 72 f.
77 Minhii.,j, p. 169.
78 Minhii], p. 169. The quarrel of Ziyad and al-Mughira took plac e towards the end

of the seventh century . Ziyad had taunted al-Mughlra, his brothers and his father more
than once for such ailments and defects as leprosy and one-eyedness; cf. Aghdni, xiii , 89­
99. The last sentence ascribed to al-Mughira by al-Qartajanni is not found in the version
of the Aghiinz.
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occurs with the true virtues , so that it serves as an indicator. 79 Apart from
the example of someone 's noble ori gin given before there are no illustra­
tions; one should not infer that Hazirn believes that a handsome face
usually goes with a virtuous character, but he may be thinking of praising
som eone for a friendly countenance, or for the abundance of ashes in his
yard (to take a standard example of Arabic rh etoric) , both as indications
of his generosity. I t can be assumed that the reverse holds true for hya)
as well in Hazims opinion .

Hazims poetics is dominated by the idea that poetry should be useful,
not merely in a pragmatic sense but morally . Even hazl, j esting verse, is
useful in some situations, although it is less important than serious verse.
It is remarkable , therefore, that he does not explicitly condemn the
coarser, unethical forms of hijii). Even obscenities are tolerable at times :
they must not be used 'in those contexts where they ought to be
shunned ' , 80 but vulgar language ,

when it occurs in the poetry of Ibn Hajjaj and his kind, those who specialize
in jesting and bawdiness (mujlin), is approvable and praiseworthy in relation
to its style (laTlqa) .81

The mention ofIbn al-Hajjaj, perhaps the most notoriously obscene poet
in Arabic, leaves no doubt as to Hazim 's tolerant views , which appear
to have been derived from al-Khafaji, who wrote:

(Abd Allah Ibn Hajjaj, although his poetry contains many words not fitting
in a serious context , used them in a filthy context; therefore they are good,
not ugl y.s2

I;Iazim 's attitude is all the more noteworthy since he was a poet himself
in whose collected poems there is not a single line of mujiin or hya), not
even of the ethical variety.

In the end, there is still a basic flaw in his theory and that of his
predecessors among the philosophers: serious hijii), according to Hazim,
attacks vice by means of taqbili al-qabil: and good poetry is that which
effectively succeeds in thus 'warding off harmful things' . Attacking vir­
tue, taqbii: al-hasan and its opposite he depicts as forms of jesting only,
ignoring the possibility that these forms may be serious as well as effec­
tive . If persuasion and rhetorical effect determine literary quality , then
demagogues and street-vendors rank higher than most poets.P

79 Mi nhiij, p. 169, and cf. pp . 163 f.
80 Minhiij, p. 151.
81 Minhiij, p. 332.
82 Khafajl, Sirr, p. 162; cf. ibid. p. 268 for a similar passage on obscenity in Ibn I:Ialjaj

and others .
8' cf. below , p . 114.



CHAPTER SEVEN

LATE CONTRIBUTIONS

1. Compendia of traditional poetics

The MinhiiJ al-bulaghd? is an exceptional work in many respects; by way
of contrast one may compare it with the thoroughly traditional work of
Hazim's contemporary , Abu 'l-Baqa? al-Rundi, from Ronda in Spain
(he may have died in 684/1285, the same year as al-Qartajanni) . In his
al-Waftft nazm al-qawaft' he discusses hijii' in a section on dhamm, which
is damned out of hand: dhamm is, as the word itself says, blameworthy
(al-dhamm ka-ismih dhamfm), even though a noble person may get satisfac­
tion from an ignoble one by means of it. Where panegyric is mostly
falsehood , hijii' is all immorality (fujiir).2 These attempts at bons mots
should not be taken too seriously, but they are not counterbalanced by
a more constructive theory of hijii' , which is merely subdivided,
erratically , into allusion (ta'rU/) , openness (ta~rfb), and contempt (ta~qfr).3

The subject of al-Rundi''s Waft, like that of al-'Umda by Ibn Rashiq,
is poetry in all its aspects . Works of a general nature such as these are
a minority compared to the many works that specialize in matters of
stylistics: on the one hand the ever-growing unsystematical lists of badi",
figures of speech and tropes, and , on the other hand, the more systematic
study of stylistics and tropes inaugurated by 'Abd al-Qjihir al-jurjani (d .
471/1078) and proliferating in the following centuries especially in the
form of commentaries on popular digests such as Miftal;. al-iuliim by al­
Sakkaki (d. 626/1229) and Talkhis al-Mifta~ by al-Khatib al-Qazwini (d .
737/1338). Ne ither type dealt with the aghriir/. as such, although in the
course of the discussion of the various tropes and figures it is sometimes
demonstrated how they may function in hija' .

Among the general works on poetry is Nadrat al-ighrid by al-Muzaffar
Ibn al-Fadl al-Husayni Id. 656/1258), who lived in Mosul and Baghdad.
The author cites many well-known anecdotes relating to the reception of

I Unedited; I have used the MS Leiden, Cod. O r. 2709 and the summar y and discus­
sion by al-Daya (Tiirikh al-naqd, pp . 432-70).

2 Waft, fol. 42a, Daya , Tarikh, p. 446.
3 Waft, fol. 42b . According to al-Daya (op . cit., p. 447) there is a fourth kind , laj(iil.

Perhaps, in the MS used by him , there is some confusion with the following phrase : 'it
is their habit in this to make short poems (laq$ir)'; more likely, the phrase ' ol-tahqir ioa- 'i ­
tafdi! ' should be taken as the term for only one kind : the type described by 'Umar as
muqdhi' (see above , p . 26).
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hija' without bringing anything new. 4 A long diatribe in saj' by a
hypothetical opponent of all poetry" dwells especially on hija' made
unjustly, by which benefactors are accused, noble men are slandered and
chaste women dishonoured ('We could write books on the subject ') . Al­
Muzaffar replies, predictably, that such excesses are deplorable but that
poetry as a whole, or just dispraise, is not thereby condemned ." He does
not discuss the several poetic modes separately , unlike , for instance, Ibn
Aflah, a poet who died in 535/1141 in Baghdad , and whose Muqaddima
on stylistics was still popular in the time of Diya? al-Din Ibn al-Athir (d.
637/1239).7

Ibn Aflah is not exhaustive; among the aghrarj. not mentioned by him
are nasib, fakhr, rithii", zuhd and mujiin. His aim is to distinguish between
related types that could be confused with each other. Before turning to
Ibn Aflah ' s distinctions it should be pointed out that much the same
ground had been covered by Abu Hilal al-'Askari in his lexicographical
work al-Furiiq al-lughawiyya. Abu Hilal defines dhamm as the opposite of
hamd, and as referring to an act for which it forms a kind of punishment ;
whereas hajw is the opposite of madli and refers to both the act and the
character trait. In terms of syntax, according to al-'Askari, the direct
object of dhamm is either the deed or the doer (one says, ' I have blamed
him for his deed' and 'I have blamed his deed') , but the direct object of
hajw is the doer only ('I have vilified him, hajawtuh, for his stinginess or
his ugly face' but not 'I have vilified his stinginess or ugly face ')." Al­
cAskari continues with similar dist inctions between shatm, simple abuse,
and sabb, excessive and prolonged abuse; between shatm which may be
deserved and safah, ' insolence', which is always undeserved ; between
lawm 'blame' which may apply to virtues (e .g. excessive generosity) and
dhamm or tathrib and similar terms which only refer to vices ; between Citiib
' reproach' between friends and lawm not between friends; between 'ayb ,
hamz and lamz , three terms for censuring and fault-finding. 9

Echoes of these elaborate and perhaps som ewhat too subtle distinctions
of al-Furiiq al-lughawiyya or similar works can be heard in Ibn Aflahs
Muqaddima , where they are applied to and illustrated with poetry . Hajw,
the vilification (qadhf) of someone's character, is different from dhamm,
vilification of som eone 's deeds.!? There seems to be little justification for

4 Muzaffar, Nadra, pp . 300 ff. , 349 ff.
5 Nadra , pp . 365-70.
6 Nadra , pp. 372 f.
7 Ibn al-Athlr , Mathai , ii, 59.
8 cAskari , Furiiq , p. 38 .
9 Furiiq , pp. 38-40 .
10 Ibn Aflah , Muqaddima, p. 54; cf. the English introduction pp . 38 f.
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such a distinction in poetry ; the examples given as dhamm would be called
hiJii) by other critics , e.g. the fragment by al-A<sha containing the line
'You spend the night full-bellied .. .' , I I which is called ahJii bayt else­
where .!" Similar distinctions are made between lawm and <atb, and toala':
and hamz. P Wala< is defined as 'explicitly stating one's annoyance with
one's situation'-it is not clear on what authority-and hamz as 'to con­
demn som ething by means of a veiled int imidat ion' , although many of
the illus trations are rather of th e type called ta)kzd al-dhamm bimiiyushbih
al-madh.

One m ight have expected more of Ibn Aflah , a poet especially noted
for his invective . When he collected his own poetry he took care, like
many others, to exclude th e worst , claiming-perhaps not without
reason-that many spurious poem s were commonly attributed to him,
which caused him no little embarrassment.v' He moreover maintained
that he had never insulted people del iberately without being provoked,
th at he never viola ted decency in his verse and never lied in iL I 5 But Ibn
Khallikan called him a poet of much hiJii)16 and <Imad al-Din al-Isfahani
tells us th at

his hiJa) was vehement, his ton gue foul ; when ever he thought of an inv ecti ve
moti f on someon e he did not ca re whether th at per son wa s a ben efactor or
a malefactor, an ene my or a friend . There were few among those who
best owed favours upon him whom he did not rep ay with base words and
ope n criticism .!?

Even when we allow for some exaggeration in this passage (the author
had reason to be biased against Ibn Aflah), it seems likely that a certain
amount of hypocrisy in Ibn Aflah cannot be denied. Some critics and
an thologists who would not make invective poetry themselves see no
harm in quoting coarse lampoons; Ibn Aflah did the opposite, for he kept
his diuuin and his work on po etry (which is largely an anthology) free of
morally reprehensible verse.

Diya? al-Din Ibn al-Athir , a more important critic (who, incidentally,
severely criticizes Ibn Aflahs Muqaddima)I 8 did not discuss hiy'ii) except in
passing, as when he seems to be pleased with a bawdy allusion in an
epigram by Abu Nuwas , on 'women ( . . .) who steal , when th ey spend the

11 Muqaddima, p . 55.
12 E .g . H atirni , Hilya, i , 345, cAskarf, Diwiin al-ma'iin i, i, 171; cr. above, p . 43 .
13 Muqaddima, pp. 57 f. ; cf. int rod . p. 39.
14 M uqaddima, pp . 63 f.
15 M uqaddima, p. 64.
16 Ibn Khallikan , Waf ayiit, iii, 389 .
17 Isfahani, Kharida (aloe/ riig), ii , 52 f.
18 Ibn al-Athir, Mathai , ii, 59.
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night, the tips of lances' ,t9 or an anonymous epigram on a physician who
is not a simple but a compound ignoramus, which, as he says, combines
wittiness and mockery with gravity of language. 20 In a section on com­
paring poets he takes pains to exculpate J arir from the charge of
repeating the same three or four themes again and again in his hija': the
themes of 'the blacksmith' (on al-Farazdaq's alleged base ancestry),
'adultery ' (on the alleged lewdness of his female relations, notably his
sister Ji'thin), 'striking the Byzantine' (on al-Farazdaq's bungling of the
execution, forced upon him, of a captive) and 'the expulsion from the
mosque' (on which see e.g. al-Aghanf, ix, 329) .21 After showing that this
is not true in the first place , he adds that, if it were true, Jarir would still
be superior on account of his versatility in handling these thernes.P

2. 'Abd al-Qahir al-furjdni

Ibn al-Athir's ideas on stylistics are not without originality . It is regret­
table that he did not attempt to discuss and classify the poetic aghrarj; the
same can be said, with even more reason , of 'Abd al-Qahir al-jurjani,
probably the most sensitive and penetrating mind in Arabic literary
criticism . In his two books of literary theory, Asrar al-baldgha and Dala'il
al-i'Jaz, he shows in great detail the role of syntax and imagery in literary
discourse (mainly poetry and Koran). His interests are aesthetic above
all : if one 's criterion is efficacy of communication, the street-vendor's cry
'hot beans!' would be better than a subtle line of poetry. 23 But he is well
aware of the psychological function of poetry. He contests the view that
poetry is useless or even to be condemned because it is nothing but 'bons
mots, jokes, weeping over deserted dwelling places and the description
of its remnants, or the description of a camel, or exaggerated panegyric
and invective: nothing that is needed for the improvement of religious or
worldly matters ' ,24 or because it is full of 'j okes and foolishness, invective
and abuse, lies and falsehood'. 25 There is nothing specifically poetic
about all these things, 'Abd al-Qahir says; they can be found in prose
too. Moreover, jests and falsities may be used for serious purposes;"

. 9 Mathai, iii, 69 f., in a chapter on Iciniiya ; Abu Nuwas, Diwiin, ii, 131.
20 Mathai, iii, 215, on the use of jargon in poetry.
2. Mathai, iii , 275; compare Marzubani, Muuiashshah, pp. 193-98, Siili, Akhbdr al­

Buhturi, p. 175, cAskari, Sind'utayn , p. 30, Ibn Rashiq, 'Umda, ii, 104 f, Abu Nuwas,
Diiudn (ed. Hadithi}, p. 55.

72 Mathai , iii , 280 f.
23 Jurjani, Asriir, p . 131 f. , Ritter's translation, p. 163 (the same cry, in a mocking

context , in his Daiii'ii, p. 453) .
2. Dala'ii, p . 56 .
., Daiii'ii, p. 60.
26 osu-«, pp . 60-71.
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Although this defence of poetry betrays a moralistic outlook in a
general sense, al-J urjani is not concerned with the moral aspects of
poetry; he is not interested in the occasions where invective or falsehood
mayor may not be appropriate . But he insists on the power of poetry in
this respect. Thus tamthil, 'comparison by means of analogy', enhances
the effect, whether one intends argumentation , self-praise, apology,
admonition , praise or blame. In blame ' it touches more painfully, burns
more scorchingly, has a stronger impact and cuts more sharply' than a
straightforward, plain statement. 27 By means of imagery poets are able,
not only to create the illusion that a lifeless thing is alive, that a nonexis­
tent thing exists visibly and something humble is noble , but also that the
honour of a noble person is stained, virtue wronged, beauty ravished,
dubious arguments raised to certain evidence, and vice uersa.t" With
approval he quotes Ibn Sukkara (d. 385/995):

Poetry is fire without smoke;
rhymes have subtle, magical charms.

If musk-which is deserving of every praise­
were satirized, it would change into carrion.

How many a weighty man in a lofty position
was toppled by light lettersl'"

Nothing indicates that al-jurjani finds it objectionable that prominent
people should be humiliated in verse. He gives a few illustrations referr­
ing to persons, but his aloofness from moral issues is evident from the
example singled out for special praise: an epigram on the moon, embodi­
ment of beauty, by Ibn al-Mu'fazz, 'because he was not afraid of going
straight against common opinion ' .30

The epigram is, indeed , a conscious exercise in what some critics have
discussed under the term taghiiyur or talattuf. 31 It is not directed at a per­
son , nor, as it happens, at the moon, but at a poetic convention. The
same is valid of some other poems against the moon.P The subject of Ibn
al-Rurni' s poem on the moon is hiJii' itself; it is worthy of being given in
full:

27 Asrar, p. 102, R itter's translation, p. 128.
28 Asrar, p. 317, Ritter's translation, p. 369.
29 Asrar, p. 318, Ritter's translation, p . 370 (cf. Burgel's rhymed version in his 'Von

der kultur- und sozialgeschichtlichen Bedeutung', p . 37); Tha'filibl, Yatzma. iii, 15, Ibn
Khallikan, Wafayat. iv , 412 . Safadi, W¥". iii. 309 .

30 Asrar. pp. 321 f., Ritter's translation , pp. 372 f. ; cf. Ibn al-Muirazz, Diuidn (ed .
Lewin). iv, 103, Sharishi, Sharh, iv , 86 .

31 See above, p . 100, note 33.
32 See for instance Tha'filibl, Tat imma , pp. 10 f. Similarly, when Ibn al-Riirnf in one

of his several poems against the rose likens it to the anus of a defecating mule. he attacks
a poetic convention and those who follow it (Diuidn, iv, 1452, <Askari , Sina<atayn , p. 417,
NawiijI, Halba, p. 241, Tanasi, Nazm, p. 149, Suyutl, Husn al-muhiidara , ii , 406, etc .) ,
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Many a repu tation, deemed above vileness,
has been stained by the insinuations of hiJa'.

If a man of letters wished to make hijd? on the full moon
he would upb ra id it with most foul intention,

And say: ' Full moon, you deceive the nightl y traveller ,
you mock the visit of a beau tiful woman ;

'T he spottiness in the pallor of your face resembl es
the patches on a leprous cheek;

' You are afflicted with waning:
it leaves you like a crooked nail-pairing;

'Then you dwindle, at the end of the month ,
which wipes you off the skin of the sky' .

Thus, if the full moon may be defamed by means of haJw,
can any virtuous man be safe from the tongu es of poets?

Not becaus e of pan egyric s, but for fear of hajtu
do we receive present s from caliphs .P

Is th is to be taken as hijii' on hijii'? Rather th e opposite; one may com­
pare , by the same poet:

You may say (of honey): saliva of bees, praising it ;
and if you blame it, you say: vomit of wasps,

In praise or blame , while not going beyond plain description:
the magic of eloquence makes you see darkness as light .H

What some would call lies and injustice is here presented as poetic truth
and poetic justice.

3. Balaghiyyiin and badi'ii yyiin

The aesthetic and stylistic approach of (Abd al-Qahir al -] urjani was to
dominate literary theory and criticism for centuries, once his ideas were
systematically ordered in textbooks on the two main branches of
medieval Arabic rhetoric: (ilm al-ma'iini, the stylisties of syntax, and (ilm
al-bayiin, the study of tropes . In the many compendia and commentaries
the study of aghriir,i did not find a place . The primarily ethical standards
of the philosophers, followed by al-Qartajanni, had given way to
aesthetical standards, as is reflected in terminology. Thus the
philosophers spoke of tahsin and taqbib (terms in which the moral implica­
tions of ' good' and ' bad ' are stronger than the aesthetical ones) as the
basic aims of figurative speech , somewhat reluctantly admitting the
neutral mu.tiibaqa ,35 whereas the other group, the baliighiyyiin, recognized

33 Diuuin, (i), 135.
34 Diusin, (iii), 1144, anonymously in Ibn Khallikan , Wafaytii , i, 33. Compare

Aristotel es ' descript ion of honey (Soph. El. , ch. 5 (167b), see Schoel er , ' Der poetische
Syllogismu s' , pp . 44 f. note 6 an d p. 65; take n up by Ibn Sina and others).

3~ See above , pp . 97, 100.
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among the aims of a comparison tazy in, 'embellishing representation '
tashuiih , ' d isfigur ing representation ', or istitrdf, 'original description ' .36

These baliighiyyun adopted in varying degrees the achievements of the
students of badi", who special ized in compiling lists of figures of speech
and other literary embellishments , growing in number and refinement
(they, in turn , borrowed from the others) but lacking system . In their
works the aghriir,l had no place eithe r . An exception is }awhar al-kanz by
Najm al-Din Ahmad Ibn Isma'Il Ibn al-Athir (d. 737/1336) , which is in
fact a shortened version of Kanz al-baraia, now lost , by his fath er 'Imad
al-Din Isma'fl Ibn al-Athir (d. 699/1299) .37 Its first chapter is entitled
' O n the knowledge and virtues required of the chancery scribe ' ,38 but in
spite of this and a few other chapters of a general nature the book deals
mainly with poetry. Lik e al-'Umda by Ibn Rashiq, from which it derives
much , it contains a chapter on poetry in general and its useful or harmful
aspects.P? The bulk of the work is devoted to badi" , divided into seventy
sections. ~o However , the meaning of badi? is stretched beyond its usual
limits, since, strangely, hiJii) and madh are included; whereas chapters on
other modes , such as love-p oet ry , self-praise , elegy , incitement and
instigation (al-ighTfj ) uia- 'l-tabrfr/) , gnomic verse , reproach, apology and
asceticism follow after the part called badi".~ 1

At the beginning of the long chapter on hij'ii' the question of its ethics
is taken up once more:

H ij"ii' is the mention ing of bad qualities (masiiwi') , just as panegyric is the
mentioning of human virtues. If (in panegyric) physical virtues are added
to the human virtues, and accidental virtues (ja(jiicil ittifiiqiyya) as well, i.e .
those that occur extrinsically and accidentally, then this contributes to the
perfection of the panegyric . Similarly , hijii' is properly concerned with
human vices; but if ph ysical defects and blemishes, and accidental and
extrinsic ones, are added, then this hijd? becomes a more effecti ve form of
dispraise (ablagh fi 'l-dhamm). Just as it is a fault to restrict on eself in
panegyric to ph ysical descriptions , so it is a fault in hijii),42

It is only in the following chapter, on panegyric, that Qudarna's four
principal virtues are mentioned; ' all other positive qualifications are sub-

36 Sakkaki , M iftiib, pp . 162, 164, Shurid: al-Talkhis, iii, 402-6, Ibn Mal ik, M i$biib, p.
57, etc.

37 See GAL I 341, GAL S I 581, Sailam, Tiirikh al-naqd, ii , 290-312 , Qulqayla , Naqd,
81-84.

38 JawhaT, pp . 29·3 3.
39 JawhaT, pp. 407 ff, 427-38.
• 0 JawhaT , pp. 49-406 .
•, JawhaT, pp . 451-606 .
• 2 JawhaT , pp. 309 f.
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sumed under these four ' ,43 But like al-Amidi he finds that an agreeable
appearance, too, may be praised, since

a person 's countenance and appearance are pot ential indicati on s of his
situation and his character, and of whether or not he deserves the position
that he holds. Ibn (Abbas has said : ' I only have to see the back of someone 's
head in order to know his intelligence' , They asked him: 'And when you
see his face?'; he answered: 'That is an open book for me '.H

Physiognomy, reading someone's character and mind from external and
physical indications, is, indeed, an old and acknowledged branch of Arab
science , confirmed by the Koran, it would seem .:" The author ofJawhar
al-kanz mentions that Qudama had condemned self-praise on account of
one's ancestors, but he believes that mentioning one's noble descent, or
the merits of one's progeny , may enhance the fakh r, provided that the
poet himself is virtuous toO.46 Although, he maintains, true self-praise
should be on account of one's fear of God , in accordance with
Mohammed's oft-quoted saying 'The noblest of you for God is the most
God-fearing' , he grants that this is not customary among poets, particu­
larly not among the pre-Islamic Arabs ."? In any case, external and
physical properties should only be secondary: with their help the poet and
his audience may identify true vices or virtues, which may be enhanced
by them. They should not be used in isolation, unconnected with moral
qualities; and it is understood that all praise and blame should be
truthful.

This last point is confirmed in the discussion of the next issue raised
by Ibn al-Athir in the chapter on hijil): the question of explicitness vs.
implicitness:

There are things peculiar to hija) that do not apply to panegyric. Among
them is the fact that allusion in hiJa> is often more eloquent and more effec­
tive than explicitness, in contradistinction to panegyric , where only
explicitness is proper. For good qualities should be divulged and bad
qualities should be hidden .t"

As sa id before .t? the terms are ambiguous: tasril: and ta'rid might refer
to mentioning the name of the person under attack and leaving it out,
respectively. Undeniably, th e latter is more common in invective than in

43 Jawhar. p. 349.
.. Ja whar. p. 348.
' 5 Sura xlvii , 32 : ' Did We so will, We should let thee see them (viz. those in whose

hearts is disease) and thou wouldst know them by their mark ' (Bell's translation) . On
Arab physiognomy see El", art. 'firii sa ', by T. Fahd .

• 6 Jawhar, pp. 515-17 . Qudama had not mentioned self-praise as a separate genre.
47 Ja whar, p. 515 .
• 8 Jawhar , p. 310 .
•• Above, p. 88 .
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panegyric, if not for decency 's sake , then for the sake of the poet's safety.
Or the terms might refer to plainness and allusiveness in general, as the
passage quoted suggests. However, here as in the corresponding passage
in al-Hlmda, the author is thinking especially of obscenity, for he con­
tinues:

Furthermore , it is recommended in hiJii' that the literal meaning should not
be obscene , such as is avoided by pious and decent people; that it is not too
unseemly to be reci ted in public gatherings; and that the wrath of the
victirn-? need not be feared , in most cases. Hajui ought to consist of few
verses, in a short metre , easy of diction . Slander, obscenity and abuse in
a poem show that the poet is ignoble and despicable;" Any poet who utters
such things makes hiJii'on himself rather than on the addressee; he becomes
notorious among people for his foulness of language" and slander, for
which he deserves to be punished by law . It also shows his bad religion, for
his slandering people is an indication that he despises religion and acts
against the sacred law. A number of poets have practised this and have
accordingly become notorious examples of irreligiousness. Among them
wer e Abu Nuwas , Ibn al-Riimi, Ibn Aflah, Ibn al-Habbariyya and Ibn
Munir al-Tarabulusu" they were known for the vehemence of their hiJii)
(oo. ) But if one employs in hijii) ambiguity (zhiim) ,~4 allusion (ta(rz{!) and
insinuation (talwz/z ), then there is still room left for escaping with an
apology, unlike someone who makes slanderous and obscene hiJii'. More­
over, allusions are more effective in hijii' than plain statement. 55

Thus the author's opinions on invective are based on a variety of con­
siderations: ethics, decorum (both, as often, associated with religious­
ness), 'pragmatics' (the safety of the poet), and, almost as an after­
thought, the poetical and rhetorical effects . That the last-mentioned
criterion may well prevail in the end is suggested by the conclusion of the
chapter with an analysis of al-Akhtal's line' ... Piss on the fire! ', which
he calls ' the most terrible (a'?am) line of hijii' there is' -apparently a
positive judgement (he adds, however, 'But God knows best ') .56

The greater part of the chapter is devoted to the illustration of the
several themes and types of hg'ii' and related subjects, the first of which
is not only disproportionally long but out of place: 'Connected with h&"ii'

50 Reading ghii'ilal al-mahjuunu bih instead of ghii'ilal al-hajui bih.
51 Reading khasiisatih for shamiitatih.
52 Reading badhii'at al-lison for 'lido.' al-lisiin.
53 On Ibn al-Habbariyya (d . c. 509/1115-16), a poet of much hijd? and mujiin in the

style oflbn al-Hajjaj , see Pellat's article in El', s.v . On Ibn Munlr(d . 548/1135) see GAL
I 256 , S I 455 , Ibn Khallikan , Wafaytit , i, 156-60 with more references.

54 Thus the edition; in the MS that I consulted (Cairo, Dar al-Kutub, adab, 1967) I
read ibhiim, '(deliberate) obscurity' . Not surprisingly , the terms are often confused. See
Bonebakker, Some Early Definitions , index .

55 Jawhar, pp . 310 f. The last sentence is an unacknowledged quotat ion from Ibn
Rashlq's 'Umda .

56 Jawhar, p. 346 .
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is "blaming the times and one's contemporaries" (dhamm al-zamdn uia­
abna'ih)' .57This all-embracing form of hija' is in fact often too impersonal
and not specific enough to qualify as hija' in its usual sense: an arrow can
hit humanity only in one person , not in all, and 'blaming the times' or
' blaming the world ' rather belongs to zuhd and hikam, as does Ibn al­
Athir 's first example, attributed to Abu 'I-cAli}' al-Maiarri:

Time that passes; bitter life;
Fate that brings unpleasant things again;

Dissolving soul; returning care ;
A world which cries: No one is free.P"

It is but a small step from blaming the world to blaming Fate (al-dahr);
and zuhd, often recommended by taxonomists of poetry for its moralism
and religiousness, not rarely borders on heresy and unbelief. In Hadith­
literature one finds statements condemning such blasphemies (whoever
blames al-dahr blames God) ,59 to which al-Maiarri himself refers in his
Risdlat al-Ghufrdn .60 But only when al-Dahr is personified and vilified can
one speak of hU"a', as when a poet of cAbd al-Qays, nicknamed shdtim al­
dahr , 'Fate 's reviler', ascribes to Fate ' a monkey's face , thin like a shoe­
strap ' , distorted cheeks and a mangled nose.s' Most of Ibn al-Athirs
illustrations are complaints about unnamed people; the plaintive tone is
uncharacteristic of true hiJa' . Ibn al-Athir apparently equates hija' with
dhamm.P With more reason ' threats' are also subsumed under hija'.63
The rest of the chapter is formed by a motley collection of short poems
on stingy people (whose avarice is a sign of irreligiousness, according to
the authorj.v' on a hasty imam, on oculists with various bad habits , a
hunchback, unsuccessful doctors, a repetitive preacher, judges,
witnesses, jurists , Christians, a Jew, odious sick people and others, and

57 Jawhar. pp . 314-28 .
58 foiohar, p. 3 14. Though displaying luziim mii liiyalzam it is not found in al-Maiarri' s

diuidn of that name.
' 9 References in £12 s.v. 'dah r '.
60 Ma'iarri, Ghufrdn, p. 426 . cf. Nicholson , Studies in Islamic Poetry, pp. 155 f.
6 / Amidi, Muuidzana , i, 258 f. , M a-arrt, Ghufrdn, p . 428, Abu T arnrnarn, Wa~shiyyiit.

p. 220. The not infrequent expression ist al-dahr is explained by lexicographers as simply
the 'funda ment, or beginning , of tim e ' . see the dictionaries and e.g. Abu Nuwas, Diusin,
ii , 16; but there, as elsewh ere, it occurs in an invect ive contex t.

62 Compare H arnz a al-Isfaha nis remark on the connection between zuhd and hiJa',
above , p . 77 note 99. In a number of diwiin redactions 'complain ts' (shakwii) are separated
from hiJii' and combined with ' reproach' or ' self-pra ise' (Schoeler, 'Die Ein teilung' , pp.
44, 47, 50).

63 Jawhar, pp . 330-32.
6' Jawhar, p . 332.
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even three lines 'blaming a fortress', although this turns out to be a com­
plaint with self-mockery.65

I have dwelled on Ibn al-Athirs chapter on hija) at some length, not
because of its intrinsic merits (for it does not offer much that is new), but
because it is the last full discussion of hi}a) in classical criticism known to
me . The very long chapter on hi}a) in the vast encyclopaedia Nihiiyat al­
arab by al-Nuwayri (d. 732/1332) is merely a collection of poems and
fragments , thematically arranged, interspersed with a few general
remarks and well-known quotations.t" The thirteen sections'" are con­
cerned with bad character-traits and wicked deeds , not with ph ysical
blemishes; only the last section, on 'inarticulateness ' (al-ciyy wa- 'l-(Ul~ar)

is exceptional in having a non-moral failing as its subject. But the
popular anthology by al-Ibshihi (d. after 850/1446), al-Mustatraffi kull
fann mustazraf, includes in a short chapter on hija) epigrams on an ugly
woman , a big nose, a homosexual suffering from bad breath.s"

Al-Ibshihi does not pretend to offer a thorough discussion of hija), but
he explains the reason for incorporating it in his anthology:

The aim of hijo.' (sci\. in this work) is to appreciate its wittiness and the elo­
quent expressions and original motifs contained in it; not to seek satisfac­
tion by slandering reputations and backbiting. Hijd?is an indication neither
of the bad conduct of the addressee nor of the truthfulness of the poet in
his accusations . Not everyone who is blamed is blameworthy. People may
be sati rized falsely, unjustly, by way of a joke, or by way of intimidation. 69

By explicitly restricting himself to the aesthetic function al-Ibshihi
implicitly pronounces an ethical judgement, as is to be expected in an
anthology of adab. The chapter is hemmed in somewhat incongruously,
not between discussions of other poetical aghrarJ" but between ' praising
and thanking' , of which hija) is in a sense the opposite, and ' tru thfulness
and lying' . Grossly 'immoral' chapters such as al-Raghib al-Isfahani
included in his anthology are not found in al-Mustatraf, which is a more
moderate work . The other extreme is the highly moralistic adab
anthology by Usiima Ibn Munqidh, Lubdb al-iiddb: although it has
chapters on poetical aghrarJ, (panegyric, apology, reproach, elegy, love­
poetry) , hija) is not included.

6' Jawhar, p. 345: 'Every morn ing , on an empty stomach , I ride through the dust,
choking, / On my way to that ruinous citadel (qaICa) , as if I were a stone shot from a
mangonel. / My clothes are decaying, my life is nea r extinction : a true up rooting (or:
destitution , qalca/qu/ca)' .

66 Nuwayri, Nihiiya , iii , 265-384.
67 Fourteen are announced at the beginning, but in the text 'slander' ial-ghiba wa- '1­

nami7na) is combined with the near-synonymous siCaya.
68 Ibshihi, Mustatraf, ii, 6.
69 Mustatraf, ii, 2.
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Not much concerned with ethics but all the more with eloquence and
wittiness is the extensive group of treatises specializing in badi", figures
and tropes. It is impossible to discuss all the relevant details in these
works; much in them is merely copied from predecessors. I shall concen­
trate on one relatively important author in this group, the Egyptian Ibn
Abi 'f-Isba'' (d . 654/1256) . His Tahrir al-tahbir is divided into 125 chapters
on various stylistic phenomena; for thirty of these he claims to be the first
to describe them . On several occasions he shows how a particular figure
of speech is employed in hijii), for instance when he analyses the effect
of the antithesis in al-Farazdaq's line' ... they do not betray nor do they
keep their promises to their neighbour'. 70 'Feigned ignorance' (tajiihul al­
Ciirif) , 'repetition ' (takriir), 'jesting with a serious purport' (hazl yuriid bih
al-jidd) and other figures of speech are said to be suitable for hi,jii).

Among the subjects that he claims to be the first to describe, two are
forms of irony . In both cases his claim is false, unless we charitably inter­
pret it in the sense that he was the first to incorporate these tropes in a
list of badi". As was shown above, hijd? in the guise of praise (fi ma'rid al­
madb) was described before his time,"! as was tahakkum, 'verbal irony or
sarcasm'. This powerful and important technique in hijii) was known
from early poetry ('My people, although numerous, do no evil, not the
slightest thing;lThey reward the wrongs of those who wrong them with
forgiveness, and the evil of evildoers with beneficence. )" and the Koran ,
the standard example being the frequent ' Bashshir. .. ', 'Give good
tidings!' (viz . ' of a punishment painful")."> In view of this it is surprising
to see how long it took to be described by literary theorists as a separate,
well-defined trope. Abu CUbayda did not discuss the verses with
' Bashshir' or similar verses in his Majiiz al-Qur)iin. His contemporary, the
grammarian al-Farra? (d. 207/822) was the first to explain thern.?" He
seems to think that the trope was peculiar to the Arabs : 'Perhaps some­
one unfamiliar with the ways of the Arabic language may fail to recog­
nize it (ankarahii)'. He was followed by Ibn Qutayba and Ibn Faris (d.
395/1004),75 but it was only after the penetrating studies of Koranic
stylistics by al-Zamakhshari (d . 538/1144)'6 that tahakkum acquired a

70 Ibn Abi 'I-Isba", Tahrir, pp . 113 f.
71 Above, p. 104.
72 Attributed to Qurayt Ibn U nayf in Hamdsat Abf Tammdm, p. 7, cf. 'Askarf

Sinii'otayn, p. 325, Ibn Dawud, Zahra, ii, 228 , 324 , Marghinani, MaMsin, p. 102, Ibn al­
Qayyim, Fauidiid, p. 14, cAlawi , Tirdz ; ii, 385, Ibn Hijja, Khizdna, pp . 146 r., Hilli, S~ar~
al-Badi'iyya, p. 12, etc . Compare al-Najashis line , quoted above , p . 104, note 58.

73 Siiras iii . 21, iv, 138, ix, 3, 34 , xxxi, 7, xlv, 8, lxxxiv, 24 .
,. Farra', Maciinl 'l-Qur'an, i, 239.
" Ibn Qutayba , Tatuiil , pp . 185 f. , Ibn Faris, Sahibi, pp . 214 f.
76 See Zamakhshari, Kashshdf on siiras iv, 138, xi, 87. and especially xv, 6, where he

adds that ' it may frequently be found in the speech of non-Arabs ' . On tahakkum in the



LATE CONTRIBUTIONS 123

regular place in literary studies. Al-Sakkaki describes ironic comparison
('How like a lion ', said of a coward)'? and metaphor. 78 Ibn Abi 'J-Isba'i's
contribution lies in his pains to distinguish between the several types. In
tahakkum 'the literal meaning is serious and the hidden meaning
jesting' , 79 for instance when the back of a hunchback is praised for its
curve resembling that of the crescent moon or a bow .80 Tahakkum , then,
is the reverse of hazl yurdd bih al-jidd. When neither the literal meaning
nor the hidden meaning is serious the trope is called tandir/" I must con­
fess that I do not see precisely what the author has in mind with tandir
and the difference from other tropes, nor do I seem to be the only one,
since most subsequent writers on badi", usually keen to adopt the
categories of their predecessors, do not discuss it. 82 Apparently it refers
to a friendly , non-malicious use of irony, called tamlih by the balaghiyyiin83

and distinguished from scathing irony, tahakkum, even though the distinc­
tion cannot always be made on the basis of the words themselves but has
to be deduced from a broader context.

It is the context, according to Ibn AbI '1-Isba" , that distinguishes ' hijd?
in the guise of praise ' from tahakkum:

What distinguishes this type from tahakkum-although the ' praise' in it is
(a form of) tahakkum-is the presence, in tahakkum, of words indicating some
kind of dispraise, or a word from which it is understood that the purport
is hV·ii'. The words of praise in this type (scil . 'hijii' in the guise of praise ') ,
on the other hand, do not include anything of this : they always indicate
nothing but praise , whether separately or in combination, as long as
nothing intervenes which twists the sense into another direction .P"

Ibn AbI 'l-Isbavs formulations and distinctions on the subject of irony
are duly copied by later authors such as San al-Dfn al-Hilli (d . 749/1350),
Ibn Hijja al-Hamawi (d . 837/1434) and cAbd al-Ghani al-Nabulusi (d .

Koran, see e.g. Zarkashl, Burhdn, ii, 231-33 (condensed to one line in Suyutl, Itqan, iii,
111) where it is one of many ' modes of address (wujiih al-mukhii.tabiit)' .

77 Sakkaki, Miftiib, p. 168, cf. Shuriib al-Talkhis , iii, 383 .
78 Mift#, pp. 177, 180, 181, Shuriib al-Talkhis , iv, 78.
79 Ibn Abi ' I- I~baC, Tahrir, p. 570; cf. his Badi': al-Qur'iin, p. 284 .
80 Tahrir, p. 569. For a longer version of the poem, see Ibn Shakir, Fawiit, iv, 272.

The poet is al-Hasan Ibn CAli Ibn al-Dharawi.
81 Tahrir, p. 573, Badj< al-Qurciin , pp. 285 f.
82 Onl y al-Halabi (Husn al-tatuassul, pp . 122 f.) mentions it (it appears as tandzd) and.

through him, al-Nuwayri (Nihiiya , vii, 172).
83 Sakkaki, Miftiib. pp . 168, 177, Shuriib al-Talkhis, iii, 383 , iv, 78, Taftazanl,

Mutaunual, p. 327 , etc. Tamlzb means ' making pleasantries (mulab)'. For the connection
with milh, 'salt' , compare the western tradition, where 'salty' joking (sal) is a kind of
epigram to be distinguished from types calledfel ('gall ') and acetum ('biting'). See Fowler,
Kinds of Literature, pp. 131 f., 138, 184. But unlike 'saltiness' in the West, maliiba implies
elegance rather than piquancy.

84 Tahrir, pp. 551 f.
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1143/1731) in their commentaries on their own Badi'iyyas, the impor­
tance of which lies in their value as anthologies rather than as works of
criticism.

The many chapters of badi", although together forming a highly
heterogeneous conglomerate, have in common a concern for matters of
stylistics. Themes, topoi, motifs, genres, aghriir,l or ethical aspects are
mentioned only indirectly, if at all. Some chapters, however, lie on the
borderline. Ibn Abi 'l-I~ba( introduced, as a separate section in badi" , al­
shamiita, 'schadenfreude', defined as 'showing joy when someone is
struck by misfortune' .85 The ethical implications are ignored-examples
are taken not only from Ibn al-Rumi but from the Koran itself-but it
is questionable whether such a subject, which is neither figure nor trope,
should be included in what is primarily a work on stylisti cs.

Ethical considerations do, however, come up in yet another of Ibn Abi
'l-I~ba('s additions: the chapter on naziiha ' decency ', which begins as
follows:

It mostly concerns hy'ii', even though, rarely , it may occur in other modes .
It means that the expressions of hijii', or another mode, are de void of
obscenities,

followed by Abu (Amr Ibn al-(Ala)'s dictum on hiJii) fit for maidens .s"
The definition is slightly misleading: if naziiha rarely occurs in modes
other than hijii) this does not mean that they are indecent ; he re the term
is employed in the sense of 'decent although the contrary might have
been expected ' . It is clear from the exam ples that really 'chaste' hiJii) is
meant , and not the oblique type in wh ich bawdy and scurrilous ideas are
packed in clean wrappings . It was not difficult for the author to find a
suitable Koranic example.:" H e did not bother to explai n why naziiha is
to be recommended; he can hardly have thought it an important advan­
tage in itself if hij'ii) could be recited by bashful virgins. Obviously he was
in favour of employing decent language; but why limit ' decency ' to hij'ii)
and Koran and not condemn obscenity in general? Perhaps because
mulalt and mujiin are types of ' light verse ' for which the rules of serious
poetry are not valid . One may compare , for instance, the obscene frag­
ment by Ibn Hajjaj quoted in the chapter on 'transition ' (takhalluf), 88 to

85 Tahrir, p. 567 , Badt" al-Qur'iin , p. 282.
86 Tahrir, p. 584 , Badi': al-Qur'iin, p. 292. Surprisingly, the editor , in a note, utt ers his

surprise at the author 's ignorance of Abu 'Amr's saying . He means to say, as he does
elsewhere, that the author's claim is false and that the ' figure' had been 'discove red '
before. But , aga in , Ibn Abi ' l-Isbav's claim me rely refers to the inclus ion of the
phenomenon in a work of badi',

87 Sura xxiv, 48-50 , cf. Tahrir, pp. 585 f. , Badi': al-Qur)iin, pp . 293 f.
88 Tabrir, p. 437.
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the regre t of the edi to r. s" who is pleased to inform us , in his introduc­
tion,90 that Ibn Abi 'l-Isba'i 's own hijii' is neither vicious nor obscene ,
except for one ep igram on a ]ewish ph ysician , quoted in Tahrir al-tahbir:

I saw Abli ' l-Khayr al-Yahudi holding
a phi al yellow as turmeric, with a clear liq uid.

H e sprinkled some of it on the surface of his face
and said, 'T he frag rance of thi s revives m y heart '.

I asked him: 'W hat is it? ' . He an swere d , ' Urine
of a black one whose rod cures my disease,

" Fres h from my beloved : anyon e has a passion
for where his beloved dwelled" '.91

These lines need not be taken as inconsistent with the author 's prescr ip­
tions : naziiha, like the other stylistic phenomen a discussed and illustrated
in works on badii, is merely a possible embellishment, not a necessary
condition . In th e works of Ibn Abi ' l-Isba i and his colleagues description
an d reco mmendation outweigh stringent prescription.t"

4. Strophic and vernacular poetry

From early Abbasid times the form s and themes of Arabic poetry
remained largely the same for some ten centuries. Amo ng the mo re
important formal developments during this long period was the rise of
several strophic forms. Whereas the 'standard ' forms, whether appearing
as qasida or qit'« , could accommodate all known themes, the strophic
forms tended to be more exclusive and specialized . The muioashshaha is,
firs t of all, a love lyr ic, which may be combined with panegyric. It is true
that Ibn Sana' al-M ulk (d . 608/1211), in his monograph on the
mutuashshah, maintains tha t 'all types of poetry, such as love poetry ,
panegyric, elegy, hajw , bawdiness and asceticism , can be mad e in
muuiashshah form' .93 However, hijii' is simply not found ; onl y on e name

89 See his note, ibid .
90 Pp . 33 f.
91 Tahrir, pp . 34 an d 384. Cf. cAbbasl, Maciihid, ii, 171. The last line is a quotat ion

not identi fied by the edi tor; see Aghdni, ii, 85, Q ali, Dhayl al-Amdli, iii, 92, Ibn Dawud ,
Zahra, i, 220, Kh alidi yyan , A shbdh, i, 82, cAskari, Diuuin al-ma 'iini, i, 274 , SiniiCatayn, p.
IS, Murtada, Ghurar, i, 487 for various attributions.

92 Prescript ion s are found not abl y in the cha pter al-tahdhib wa- 'l-tatdib which contains
general recom mendations inst ead of dealing with one type of embellishme nt. Nazaha as
part of bad!' was dul y taken over by lat er authors , see H illi , Sharh al-Badi'iyya, p. 13, Ib n
Hijja , Khiziina, pp . 95 f., Nabulusi , NajabQt, pp . 57-6 1 (where the illustrations are mostl y
of the joking type, un like those of th e oth ers), Suyuri, ' Uqiid, p. 130, Itqdn, iii, 329 f. ,
Sub ki, cArUs, in Shuriit: al-Talkhis; iv, 470 (where the term is misspelt as barii)a),
Taha nawi, Kashshdf, p. 1435, etc.

93 Ib n Sana) al-M ulk, Diir al-iirdz; p. 38.
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is known of a uiashshdl: who was feared for his satire: Abu 'J-Hasan Ibn
Hazmiin, who made parodies of popular exiting muioashshahdt in the style
of Ibn l:Iaijaj .94 They have not been preserved. Undoubtedly obscene,
they may not have been hijii? proper; the wording of al-Marrakushi and
his examples suggest that Ibn Hazmun ' s hijii' has the traditional qasid
form. Alternatively, he may have composed hijd? in the form of zajals, as
has been suggested. 95

The muuiashshaha was meant to be sung; one may reasonably suppose
that a satirical song employing the classical language is not nearly as
effective as a song in the spoken language of everyday. The zajal, and
other forms not employing classical Arabic but a more or less 'vulgar'
language, were therefore obviously better suited for popular satire and
invective. Yet the greatest exponent of the zajal, the Cordovan Ibn Quz­
man (d . 555/1160) 'does not appear to have used the genre of satire' .96

It is possible, however, that he suppressed some of his own poems: in the
introduction to his Diiodn he says that he has collected 'what is good and
not wicked '. 97 The toleration of much hijii' lay precisely in the fact that
it was literary by dint of its language. Low themes in low language could
at times be tolerated and given literary status in the case of pleasantries
and good-natured attacks-and Ibn Quzmarr 's Diuiiin, pace Colin , is by
no means devoid of light satire. But serious invective was another matter.

According to Ihsan (Abbas it was a certain (Ibn) al-Dabbagh who
introduced hy'ii' into the zajal. 98 As with the mtuoashshaha it took some
time before the zajal was made the subject of a treatise. When the Iraqi
poet Safi al-Din al-Hilli wrote his al-(A,tilai-Mil several types in zajal form
could be distinguished on the basis of their themes:

The inventors (of the several types) have divided it (scil , the zajal) into four
sorts that are distinguished by their content, not by metrical or other pro­
sodical strictures. Whatever contains love poetry, bacchic or floral poetry
they call zajal (proper); that which contains jesting, ribaldry and joking they
call bullayq; that which contains hijii' and defamation (thalh) they call qarqi;
and that which contains pious admonitions and wisdom they call mukaffir.i?

The origin of the term qarqi is unknown to me ;loo I have not found it

9. Marrakushi, Mu'jib, p. 215, cf. Hartmann, Muuiailah, pp. 38-40, 236 .
95 Hartmann, op . cit ., p . 236.
96 G . S. Colin, EJ2, art. 'Ibn Kuzman ' (col. 85Ib) .
97 Ibn Quzman , Diuidn, p. 6. For part of a satire ascribed to him but not found in his

Diuidn , see Stern, Hispano-Arabic Strophic Poetry, pp. 199 f.
98 (Abbas, Tdrikl: al-adab al-andalusi: (~r al-!awiiJj] wa- 'l-murdbitin, p. 278 (see also p.

252) , referring to Ibn Sa(Id , al-Mughrib.
90 Him, (A,til, p. 10.
100 AI-Jammiil (al-Adab al-Sdmmi, p. 122 note 4) points at qarq ' the sound made by a

chicken ', qirq 'low origin ', ' habit', ' small people', or a children's game, which is not very
helpful.
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anywhere else, except in quotations of this passage or passages evidently
depending on it. l o l Among al-Hillis own zajals in al-cAtill02 there is not
a single qarqi. On the other hand, there is one obscene bullayq as well as
a satirical one: 103 a father rebukes his dissolute daughter. Satire on
oneself and on one's own people was traditionally regarded as nearer to
jesting than to true hijii): that is probably why the poem in question is
called a bullayq rather than a qarqi; but hiJii) is in any case not rare in other
bullayq-poems. 104

Another, even later subdivision of the zaJal omits the qarqi but men­
tions the hammdq as a variety containing hajw and jokes, 105 a term men­
tioned by al-Hilli as being unknown in Iraq (he does not associate it with
any particular theme or mode).106 Other forms in the vulgar language
lent themselves to hiJii" such as the short four-line mawiiliyyii;107 a
9th/15th-century anthology contains a sequence of twenty mawiiliyyiis
antiphonically alternating praise and hijii).lOB

Recognized and accepted by literary critics and anthologists, poetry in
the vulgar language nevertheless had a relatively low status, which was
not enhanced by the fact that jesting, occasional verse and 'light verse'
in general prevailed in it. As a result the anthologists have preserved for
us only a very small proportion of the many popular invective and
satirical poems that were undoubtedly produced in the spoken language,
and that could only be ephemeral if they were not written down. Another
consequence of their low status was the neglect, by the critics and
theoreticians of literature, of interesting questions, such as which factors
determine the choice for either the classical or the vulgar language, and
what the consequences are of this choice .

There is one kind of vernacular poetry that fell almost completely
outside the scope of the critics: the Bedouin, or Bedouin-inspired, poetry
of the desert regions , such as the poetry called nabati from the Arabian
Peninsula. In many ways the direct descendant of old Bedouin poetry in

'01 See e.g . a1-jamrnal , op . cit ., p . 123.
'02 CAjil, pp . 110-31.
103 'A!il , pp. 126-28.
104 e.g. jammal, op . cit. , pp. 132, 187 f.
105 Baghdadi, Hdshiya 'ala Sharh Biinat Su'iid, i, 50, identical with Muhibbi, Khuldsat al­

athar, i, 108 f., cr. jammal, op . cit. , p . 123, Hamrner-Purgstall, inJA , 8 (1839), p. 164.
'06 Hilll, 'A!il, pp. 7-9; cr. Ibshihi, Mustatrof, ii, 236, 247 f.,jammal, op . cit., pp . 141

f. The hammaq is the subject of an appendix of al-Durr al-makniin fi 'l-sab': al-funiin by
Muhammad Ibn Ahmad Ibn Ilyas al-Hanafi, completed in 912/1506, according to Hajji
Khalifa, Kashf, i, col. 732, cf. GAL II, 303 , S II , 413 f.

107 Two examples by al-Hilli in al-cA.til, pp . 147 f. Some prefer mo.wiiliya, with ya)
mukhaffafa.

'08 al-Maqdisi (fl . 873/1468), al-jawhar al-makniin, see Hoenerbach's Introduction to
J:IiIIi, 'A!il, p. 37.
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classical Arabic, it continues most of its prosodic and thematic character­
istics and its functions, even though its isolation from urban poetry was
not total. Among the medieval critics Ibn Khaldiin was perhaps the only
one to give some attention to the Bedouin poetry of his time.l'"

5. Islamic law and ethics

That medieval Arabic poetry played an important role in the life of the
intellectual elite and perhaps the lives of many others as well is without
question. Yet one should not jump to the conclusion that therefore
poetry, when it was popular and its poets esteemed, greatly influenced
political events and social developments. Any such impact of a poem or
a group of poems in particular is difficult to gauge and even more dif­
ficult to prove . We know that kingdoms were lost for the want of a
shoenail; yet we do not know of any particular missing shoenail
celebrated in history. Works of adab and historical works (themselves
works of adab) are often full of poetry contemporary with the events des­
cribed, some of which can be described as 'political' or 'social' hijii'. That
it significantly changed the course of history is at times likely but always
uncertain. What is certain is that many poets and critics of poetry tend
to overestimate its importance and influence. Even the great Omayyad
poets , eulogizing the caliphs and mocking rival factions, served as much
to amuse as to support the dynasty. On the basis of the many stories from
later times in which the authorities are described as taking steps against
poets of hijii' one can conclude that their motive was usually either per­
sonal revenge or pious zeal, rather than political manoeuvring.

We have seen that the poet of invective led a precarious life between
punishment and impunity, or even encouragement, depending on the
often erratic moods of those in power. The stories told about, for
instance, the unexpected forbearance of the Roman emperors-'" can be
matched with similar anecdotes in Arab history. Apart from the irregular
whims of rulers, legislation, where it existed in practice, could regulate
and curb the activities of poets. The Romans had such laws; in modern
European legislation defamation may lead to civil proceedings, implying
an action for damages, or criminal proceedings, involving possible
punishment. Islamic legislation, however, did not develop established

10 9 Ibn Khaldun, Muqaddima, (iv), 1314--27, Rosenthal 's translation , iii, 412-20. On
contemporary Arabian poetry in the vernacular, see Sowayan, Nabati Poetry.

110 Suetonius, The Twelve Caesars , translated by Robert Graves, Harmondsworth,
1957, on the tolerance shown by Caesar (pp . 40 f.), Augustus (pp . 79-81), Vespasian (p .
281) , Nero (pp. 231 f.) and, at times, Tiberius, who quoted Accius : 'Let them hate me,
so lon g as they fear me ' (p . 138) , a saying often quoted by Caligula (p. 164).
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rules for dealing with libel and slander, with ' hold ing someone up to
hatred , ridicule , or contempt' , as the classic phrase goes , with the excep­
tion of the case of qadhj, ' slande rous accusation of fornication'. Admit­
tedl y, since accusation of homosexual acts and questioning someone's
descent in a derisive manner also fall under qadhj according to the
specialists, much hy'a) could in theory lead to the punishment prescribed
(eighty lashes) , provided that the poet was serious and not joking, that
he was lying knowingly , and provid ed that a complaint was raised that
could be proved to be justified .

As far as I could ascertain , the legal textbooks are not con cerned with
hy'a) in particular. They do not recognize an essential difference between
poetry and ordinary speech , for ' poetry ranks as all spe ech: whatever is
good in it is like what is good in ordinary speech, and whatever is bad
in it is like what is bad in ordinary speech' ; a saying sometimes attributed
to the Prophet. 111 Writers on Islamic ethics had no difficulty in finding
evidence that all slander and libel were forbidden. 'Slander on a muslim
is a sin', another saying attributed to Mohammed, is quoted by al­
Ghazali' (d . 505/1111) in a chapter on 'obscenity, slander and scurrilous
language' ,112 one of twenty chapters in 'T he Evils of the Tongue ' in the
third volume of his I~ya) cuiiim al-din. The title of the chapter shows that
al-Ghazali is aware of the connection between slander and obscenity; by
implication he almos t equates slande r in general and qadhf In yet another
~aduh quoted by him Mohammed says: ' It is one of th e greatest sins if
a man were to slander his parents '. When asked, 'Why should a man
slander his parents?' , the Prophet explains: 'He will slander someone
else's father , and then this other will slander his' .113 Again , there is no
special mention of hy·a). All poetry is in fact suspect : whether praise or
blame or love poetry , it is full of lies : poetry, together with singing, is
therefore among the ' evils of the tongue ', 114 as are jesting, mockery and
derision , calumny (ghiba) and malicious reports (namima).11 5

Al-Ghazali is concerned not with punishment but with penitence and
prevention. In actual practice it did not make much difference if the

III Ibn Rashiq, 'Umda , i, 27, Ibn W ahb, Burhdn, p. 151, Shirazi, Muhadhdhab, ii, 328,
G hazali, l~yii', ii, 273, iii, 126 , Zamakhshari , Kashshdf, ad siira xxvi, 224, Ibn al­
Ukhuwwa, Ma'iilim, p . 213, etc. AI-J al,l i~ attributes it to 'Umar Ibn al-Khattab (Rasii'il ,
ii, 160, Beeston, Epistle, pp . 23 f.).

11 2 Ghazali, l l;yii', iii, 121-23 .
11 3 l~yii', iii, 122 f. ; see also supra , p . 23.
114 l~yii), iii , 126 f. In the chapter on 'listening to mus ic ' (tidiib ai-sama') it is argued

that some forms of poe try are good . Utte ring or listening to obscenity and hiJii' , whether
sung or recited, are equa lly forbidden , un less the hijii' is directed at unbelievers or
heretics (l~yii ', ii, 282).

11 5 l l;yii' , iii , 127-31, 131 f., 141-54 and 154-58, resp ectively .
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punishment for libel and slander in Islamic law was inadequately
regulated. In the first place, laws could never be wholly effective: they
are concerned with rights and obligations, and slander with honour and
shame; and 'the conflict between honour and legality is a fundamental
one' .116 Taking recourse to the law for redress merely increases one's
humiliation, instead of wiping away the shame. Secondly, the
discrepancy between the theory of Islamic legislation and jurisdiction in
practice was nowhere greater than in the field of penal law. The discre­
tion of the judge in dealing out taczi:r (discretionary punishment) is built
in within the legal system; 117 the judge could be assisted, and his power
supplemented, by the muhtasib or 'market supervisor', whose office of
hisba had moral as well as juridical aspects and was given a religious sanc­
tion by connecting it with the concept of 'commanding good and forbid­
ding evil'. The muhtasib was responsible, among other things, for public
morals; he could act even when no complaint was raised.

In the several hisba manuals slander (qadlif) and obscenity are usually
mentioned; hija) apparently did not deserve special attention. In the
15th-century Tuhfat al-ndzir by al-Fl.Iqbani the opinion is recorded that
'reciting or singing poetry in a mosque is unobjectionable, except for
hij'ii)' ,118 which seems to imply, even though it does not logically follow,
that outside a mosque hij'ii) is permitted, just as when Abu Muhammad
al-Yazidi (d. 202/817), on his way to Mecca, said to his friends,

I would love nothing more than to see you and talk with you . But this is
a place where one should seek favour with God by means of pious works.
I shall stay here one or two months , then I shall go back home . Would you
please refrain from obscenity , indecency, hijd? in poetry or otherwise, when
you sit with me. 119

In Mecca 'he made many adhortatory and moralistic poems, nothing
else'.120 Similarly, Abu cAmr Ibn al-CAla) refused to discuss poetry, it is
told, when returning from the pilgrimage.P! the poet Nusayb did not
recite his poems on Fridays; 122 others refrained from uttering of hij'ii) in

116 Pitt-Rivers, ' Honour and Social Status ' , in Peristiani (ed .), Honour and Shame, p.
30.

117 • On ta'zir for abuse (shatm) , see for instance Mawardi, Abktim, pp . 237 f.
118 BEG, 19 (1965-66) , p. 303 . The caliph 'Umar had scolded Hassan for reciting

poetry in the mosque of Medina, it is said (Aghtini, iv, I<t3) , but was silenced by the reply :
•I have recited in it to someon e who was better than you' .

119 Ibn al-Muitazz , Tabaqdt, p, 275.
120 Ibid.; for hijti' by him , see e .g. Aghdni, xix, 271 f. , xx, 218-22, 226, 229 f., 236.

This and several similar anecdotes have been discussed by Bonebakker, •Religious Preju­
dice ', esp . pp. 88 ff.

121 Marzubani, Muuiashshah , p. 559.
122 Aghtini, ii , 397 .
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the 'holy month ' (ol-shahr al-/.lariim) .123 An interesting variant of the
attitude that morality is linked with religious ritual and cultic cir­
cumstances is exemplified by the behaviour of CUlayya (d. 210/825),
daughter of the caliph al-Mahdi: she drank wine and sang songs only
during her menstruation , that is, when she was ritually unclean and
therefore unable to perform any religious rites.P" Here, morality is inex­
tricably intertwined with decorum, and decorum, in its turn, with
religion.

Outside the sphere of religion , in this narrow sense, hijii) was tolerated
to a surprising extent. As said before'P Ibn al-Hajjaj was active as a
muhtasib for a time in Baghdad. A hisbamanual from the 8th/14th century
enjoined schoolteachers to keep Ibn al-Hajjaj 's Diiodn out of the hands
of their boys; 126 very likely the reason was its obscene and scatological
nature rather than its invective.

The reluctance of secular and religious authorities to act against poets
of invective decreased considerably when they themselves were its vic­
tims. Even so, in the middle Islamic centuries as much as the early
period, these poets were often either ignored or respected and feared
rather than persecuted. Ignored, because the status of the poet in society
had further declined together with the decline of Arabic as a language of
ruling elites. But Abu Jacfar Muhammad Ibn Ishaq al-Zawzani al­
Bahhathl (d . 463/1071) , ' who omitted not a single wordly or religious
authority, nor any class of people' in his hijii), was honoured by all for
that reasori. !" Ibn Hazmiin from Murcia, mentioned before.P" was
respected and enriched ' by the cadis, the governors and viceroys of the
West ',129 to mention but a few examples.

Ahmad Ibn 'Abd al-Da-im al-Sharimsahi (d. c. 720/1320) , who
invited punishment by making hiJii' on the much-respected cadi of
Damascus merely in order to make a name for himself, was forgiven and
even rewarded by his victirn.P? Those who were punished were often

123 Abu Zayd , Nawiidir, p. 8.
'24 Aghiini, x, 163, cf. sou, Awriiq (ashCiir awliid al-khulafii~ , p. 55. Similarly , pious girl

students in Cairo toda y may use make-up and nail varnish during their monthly periods,
as I have been told .

m Above, pp . 81 f.
126 Ibn al-Ukhuwwa, Ma'iilim. al-qurba , p. 172, Engli sh abstract , p. 60.
12 7 Yaqut, MuCjam al-udabd", xviii, 18. On this poet , see Arazi, ' Le cas d 'Abu Dja'far".
128 Above, p. 126.
129 Marriikushi, Mu Cjib , p. 216.
130 Ibn Hajar, Durar, i, 171. Afterwards he was imprisoned for a while for his obscene

hijii) on another cadi, Durar, i, 172. One may compare his behaviour with that of Durayd
Ibn al-Simma, who, in the pre -Islamic period, made hijii ) on cAbd Allah Ibn judCan
precisely because the latter was such a well-known and noble man: ' I wanted to put my
poetry in its prop er place ' , as he explained (Aghiinz, x, 20 f.); or young Bashshar, who
was disappointed after jarir had ignored his hijii) on him: ' If he had answered, I would
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punished relatively lightly, such as being imprisoned for short periods.
Banishment can be considered as a severe punishment ; Ibn CUnayn (d.
630/1233), who attacked the leading personalities of Damascus in a poem
entitled Miqrdd al-a'riid , 'The Shears of Good Reputations ' , be ing so vile
that Yaqiit did not want to quote more than the first two lines;' :" was
banished by Saladin.P" Harsh punishment could sometimes be warded
off through the intercession of influential friends , as when Muhammad
al-Khujandi successfully pleaded on behalf of Ibn al-Habbariyya, after
Nizam al-Mulk, angered by his hiJij) on him, had ordered his
execution . 133

An interesting tug-of-war could arise when a poet had more or less
powerful protectors as well as opponents. Ibn Iyas relates in his chronicle
Badiiii': al-zuhiir that in the reign of the Mamluk sultan Qan~awh al­
Ghawri, in the year 911/1505, the poet al-Salmuni attacked with hiJij) the
cadi Mucin aI-DIn Ibn Shams, the head of the Treasury, who complained
to the sultan. The sultan answered : If the law demands it, let him be
punished. The poet was put in irons and led before the chief cadi, cAbd
al-Barr Ibn al-Shihna, who had him beaten and publicly exposed,
bareheaded, on a donkey. It seems that the sultan had imagined some­
thing altogether less drastic, for when he heard about it he was so angry
as to order that Ibn al-Shihna's tongue be cut off (another drastic order,
which was apparently not carried out).l3+ Two years later, in Muharrarn
913/1507 , the incorrigible poet, no doubt embittered and emboldened by
these events, made a long poem on Ibn al-Shihna which became well
known. It was, according to Ibn Iyas, ' extremely scurrilous and
excessively wicked' ; he quotes twenty-two of the least offensive lines . The
chief cadi showed the poem to the sultan, who summoned the poet and
rebuked him . Although al-Salmiini denied that he made all that was
attributed to him, he was proved to be the author. The story repeats
itself: the sultan tells the cadi to take the culprit away and to apply the
law to him. Al-Salrmini is led away in chains , although, as Ibn Iyas tells
us, the sultan was secretly concerned about him . The cadis, from a pro­
fessional solidarity, unanimously decide that al-Salmiini should be whip-

hav e been a great poet! ' (Aghiini, iii, 143). Al-Mu/ammal Ibn Umayl (d . c. 190/806) said :
' How many an ignoble one would like me to abuse him , even though my abuse on him
should be (as bitter as) colocynth! / But generously refraining from abusing an ignoble
one harms him more than abuse when he is abused ' (Hamasat AM Tammdm , p. 509).

•3 . Yaqiit , Mu 'jam al-udabd' , xix , 86. The title of the poem may have been derived
from a line by Ibn al-R iimi, ' .. . lea Janna fakkayka lil·a(riir/i miqrddii' (Husri , Zahr, 696).

13 2 Ibn Khallikan , Wafayiil, v , 14; see EJ2, art. ' Ibn (Unayn ' , with more references .
133 Isfahani, Kharida (aPlriiq ), ii , 71.
• 34 Ibn Iyas , Badii)i(, iv , 87. Ibn al-Shihna ' machte sich aber du rch seine Spottsucht

viele Feinde' (GAL S II, 94).
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ped and publicly exposed in Cairo. This time , however, a large crowd
gathers in support of the poet : the populace, carrying their ammunition
in their sleeves, begin to throw stones at the chief cadi, who is forced to
exempt the poet from being whipped and exposed. Instead, he is con­
demned to imprisonment. At this stage neither the sultan nor the people
can do much for him, it seems , for according to Ibn Iyas he stayed in
prison for a long time. 135

Ibn Iyas describes these episodes as 'rare' or 'curious' events (niidira
latifa, wiiqiCa ghan-ba); rare apparently not so much because a poet made
hY·ii' on cadis (their profession is, justly or not, among those attacked
most often), but because of the ensuing events. Ibn Iyas finds it necessary
to refer twice to cUmar's measures against hy·ii',136 as if to justify the
judges' stern sentence.

135 Bada)jC, iv, 112 f.
136 Bada)jC , iv, 87, 112 f.



CHAPTER EIGHT

THE ECLIPSE OF HIJA)

Several centuries after the events described by Ibn Iyas hiJa) is still
basically the same . Of popular lampoons there was no lack. 'The Egyp­
tians are particularly prone to satire', writes Lane , ' .. .The lower orders
sometimes lampoon their rulers in songs, and ridicule those enactments
of the government by which they themselves most suffer' . 1 As for the
' higher ' orders, such persons as are honoured by having their biography
included in al-jabartr's chronicle of Egypt do not seem to have indulged
much in composing serious invective poetry , which has receded even
more into the background. There is not much hija) among the many
poems quoted by al-jabarti . He mentions a poem by Isma'Jl al-Zahiirf
(d . 1211/1796-7) making fun of cAli CAntar al-Rashidi; he refrains from
quoting it ' because of the hajto and dhamm in it'. 2 cAmir al-Anbuti (d . c.
1171/1758) was a poet of hy'a) specializing in parodies of serious poems,
by turning them into poems on food , which some sought to prevent by
means of bribes ." An interesting poet was Hasan al-Badri al-Hij azi (d .
1131/1719),+who collected a ditudn of his poems on ' people of bad charac­
ter', entitled IjmaC al-uyyiis min al-iouthiiq bi-'I-ntis , 'T he Consensus of
Those who Despair of Trusting in People ' .5 The poems quoted from it
by al-jabarti are descriptions, in a popular and moralistic style , of events
and disturbances rather than direct attacks on the people who caused
them. This is probably why al-jabarti nowhere uses the term hy'a) in con­
nection with these poems, although at times the idiom is that of true
invective."

Since the beginnings of modern Arabic poetry with al-Bariidi (d .
1904), Ahmad Shawqi (d. 1932), Hafiz Ibrahim (d . 1932) and their con-

I Lane, Manners and Customs, p. 314; cr. Sawsan El-Messiri , Ibn al-Balad: a Concept of
Egyptian Identity, Leiden, 1978, p. 28. For some examples of child re n 's verse, see
Goldziher, 'Jugend- und Strassenpoesie', pp. 613 f.

2 Jabarti, CAjii)ib, iv, 281; on the poet see Heyworth-Dunne, 'Arabic Literature in
Egypt', pp. 687 f.

3 CAjii)ib, ii, 189-92, cr. Heyworth-Dunne, op. cir., pp . 686 f. He had a precursor in
Ibn Siidiin (d. 868/1464), see GAL S II, 11 , Biirgel , 'Von der kultur- und
sozialgeschichtlicher Bedeutung', p. 43.

4 CAjii)ib, i, 81 f., 83 f., 89 f., 129 f., 134 f., 189-208,252 f., 269, 273 f. , 278 -80 , 283
f.; GAL II, 280, Heyworth-Dunne, op. cit., p. 681.

5 CAjii)ib, i, 189; according to Brockelmann it contains ' sufische Gedichte '.
6 CAjii)ib, i, 81 f. on Yiisif the Jew, 134 on a preacher, etc.



THE ECLIPSE OF HI]A) 135

temporaries, social criticism and political polemics are among the major
concerns of the poets. But again , although satire and invective are com­
mon enough, there seems to be a reluctance, among poets and critics, to
employ the term hiJii). The section entitled 'hy'ii)' in the Diuidn of Hafiz
Ibrahim is merely three pages long; it comprises epigrams: trifles that,
but for references to newspapers, electricity and the April-fool, might
have been composed centuries before." But the serious attack on the fail­
ings of his compatriots, and cAli Yiisuf (d. 1913) in particular, stands
among his ' social poems' Wtimaciyyiit);8 and the chapter containing his
'political poems' includes many strongly worded satires. Of Shawqi it has
been said that he did not produce any hy"ii), ' because Shawqi's indulgent
soul forbade him to practise this detestable genre'. 9 Apparently his
attacks on, for instance, Cromer or Riyad Basha'? should not be called
hijii): the odium of that term was too strong for many people .

Of course the neo-classical poets made personal invective poems in the
old style; but usually they were not printed. Taha Husayn relates that his
teacher, shaykh cAbd al-cAziz jawish, derided Said Zaghhil 'in some
outrageous poems which were too extreme for publication and did not
appear'.11 Some of Ma -riif al-Rusafi's (d. 1945) satires were obscene,
'but fortunately this kind of verse was not incorporated in his Diwan' .12

Thus, old-style hy'ii) survived into the 20th century . 13 In the meantime,
however, Arabic poetry as a whole had changed drastically, and so had
sensibilities and customs. As a modern critic, Muhammad Sami al­
Dahhan, put it:

In the modern period morals changed and habits became different. In the
Arab world a new feeling arose towards honour, hospitality, cowardice,
stinginess; one began to protect people against impudent tongues and laws
were made in order to stop people from slander and from mentioning parts
of the body indecently or obscenely. 14

Even more than before, coarse insults became unfashionable in polite
society and hy'ii), mostly identified as coarse invective, was given a sub­
literary status. Some even claimed that the changes all but killed hy"ii):

7 I:Iafi~ Ibrahim, Dfwiin, i, 148·50.
8 Diuuin, i, 244-47.
9 Boudot-Lamotte, Ahmad Sauqf, p. 77, quoting Ahmad al-Iskandari in RAAD, 13

(1933) 158.
10 Shawqiyyiil, i, 208.11.
11 Taha Husayn, al-Ayyiim, iii , ~ . 6, Cairo , 1982, p. 20.
12 S. A. Khulusi in BSOAS, 13 (1950) 621.
13 And, very likely, still survives. I do not feel competent to undertake an investigation

of this somewhat delicate subject.
.. Dahhan, Hijii), p. 55.
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One of the aghriir/. put to death by the critics ' disapproval , by gen eral usage
and by modern life with all its civilized laws' ? that punish those who attack
people 's reputations, is hijii', of which nothing is left but pleasant jesting
with irony, mockery and portrayal , without any refer en ce to what is taboo
(maMrim) and people 's reputations, with out vilification or obscenity. . .
When hijd? flares up between poets it may become obscene, but they are
ashamed to incorporate it in their collected works . Others transmit it by
mouth , but the y seem to be afraid that it may be traced to thern.!"

The study of the survival of old-style hijii', the development of new
types of satire in modern Arabic poetry and the changes in sensibility
under Western influence is altogether beyond the scope of this work and
deserves to be dealt with separately in more detail. Suffice it to remark
that the role of classical hi,jii' was taken over, partly at least, by the press
in articles, letters, caricatures; by pamphlets and novels or other media
such as theatre, cabaret, radio, film and television. The term hijii' is
rarely used with reference to modern poetry; apparently the opprobrious
connotations of the term have prevailed in spite of the fact that classical
hijii' includes much that is serious and morally unexceptionable. Very
telling is, for instance , the subject index of Trends and Movements in Modern
Arabic Poetry, a massive and authoritative study by Salma Khadra
Jayyusi , both a poetess and a scholar in th e fields of classical as well as
modern Arabic poetry. Although 'elegy', 'eulogy' and 'fakhr' appear in
it, ' satire' , 'invective' or ' hijd? are absent (although 'satire' is used in the
text);!? The place of hijii' is taken by twentieth-century poetical concepts:
'rejection', '(political) anger' and 'rebellion'. When one notices in the
index the entries 'words of horrific nature' (under 'Diction ') and
'excessively repellent images' (under 'Imagery') one expects the worst;
but as it turns out there is nothing obscene, scurrilous or scatological .

Another interesting, and related, field of study next to that of the chang­
ing sensibilities in modern poetry is the criticism of classical hijd? in the
modern period, both by Arabs and western orientalists. Attitudes have
varied widely, from the purgation of text editions to studies by those who
seem to relish the collecting of the nastiest examples.l" Those who take
offence at classical hijii' usually object to obscenities. Fortunately,

15 qawiinin madaniyya: if one translates 'Civil Law' , the ' punishmen t ' that is spoken of
should be taken in a loose sense.

16 Dasuqi, Pi 'l-adab al-hadith, ii, 288, in a chapter on al-Barudi, See also Bichr Fares
in £1', Erganzungsband, s.v. 'hidja': 'Heutezutage ist infolge de r grossen Verande­
rungen im gesellschaftlichen Leben der klassische HiQjii) verschwunden .'

17 e.g. pp. 33, 38, 39, 79.
18 Of the latter type is, for instance, jliyii Biiwi's Fann al-hijd", which appeared in

Beirut in 1970; see his chapter on Jarir. Strangely, the words ayT and kuss are apparently
unprintable (cf. pp. 353,412,452 f.) although other anatomical terms such as bazr , (yan,
'unbui, uskutdn, faysha are freely printed-perhaps because they are less well known.
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editorial policy was , and is, on the whole liberal: whereas obscenities are
mostly still impossible in modern prose and poetry , in classical tests they
are tolerated to a far greater extent. Scholarly editions are rarely
bowdlerized. Sometimes only a word , easily supplied from the context,
is suppressed, at other times the editor is content with adding a footnote
in order to vent his surprise , grief or indignation .!?

Among contemporary Arab literary critics one may discern some
uneasy feelings when classical hija' is discussed . Pride in the literary
heritage of great poets such as Jarir or Ibn al-Riimi mixes with embar­
rassment on account of their unethical and indecorous invective. It will
not do to say, as does al-Dahhan , that 'Arab taste was corrupted when,
in the Abbasid era, the stain of the non-Arabs (lawthat al-a(qjim)
spread' . 20 Others are less occupied with morals and the purity of the
Arab heritage. Taha Husayn, for instance , admires the hija' by Abu
Nuwas, for al its scurrility, and makes it plain that only editorial policy
in his day prevents him from devoting a lengthy chapter to it. 21

A vindication of classical hijd? is often based on arguments derived
from western literary taste . Thus hija' can only be truly great, it is
argued , when it transcends the personal into the general , the human; or
when it is 'sincere'. Political or social commitment in poetry ranks above
the personal; modern committed poets are therefore closer to the pre­
Islamic tribal poet whose hija', even if personal , was in fact directed
against a group , than to the urban poets of later periods.F The produc­
tion of classical hija' is often explained in terms of the psychological and
physiological characteristics of the poet, or his social background: Jarir
came from a poor family, was puny, born prematurely etc .; al-Hutay''a
was ugly, pock-marked, short and bald; al-Akhtal belonged to a religious
minority, was neglected as a child; al-Hakam Ibn cAbdal was lame; al­
Mughira Ibn Habna? was leprous and of low origins;" The exercises of
{Abbas Mahmiid al-CAqqad in reducing everything in a poetic oeuvre to

19 Unlike authors writing in other languages they cannot revert to translating in a
veiled manner: compare Nicholson's ambiguous' . .. When my dishonouring shaft has
pierced thy sire ' (Literary History, p. 245) with the plainness of the original : idhri md 'l-ayru
fi 'sti abika ghribti, Aghdni, viii , 20 , 30 , Naqti'it;fJarzr uia-T-Farazdaq, p . 429. Misled by
Nicholson, Elliott speaks of th e 'metaphor' in this line (The Power of Satire , p. 18).

20 Dahhan, Hija", p. 17. In the hijti) of ]arir and his contempora ries there was some
obscenity (fu~sh), admits Muhammad al-Tahir Ibn cAshur (Bashshar, Diuuin, introd., i,
69) , but most of it was merely vilification (iqdhti'} and foulness of speech (badhti'a):
obscenity only appeared truly , he thinks, in early Abbasid times, as a result of the habits
of those non-Arab aliens in whose territory the Arabs settled .

2 1 Husayn, Hadith al-arbi'ii", ii, 134, 137.
22 Dayf, al-Adab al-Farabi al-mu'iisirfi Misr, p. 50.
23 M. Muhammad Husayn, al-Hijd? wa- 'I-hajjii )iin fi sadr al-Isldm, pp. 123-25.
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a dominant character-trait or ruling passion closely connected with the
poet 's physique are well known .

Like the Arab critics, western arabists have mixed feelings about hijii).
Although its sordidness and obscenity are often deplored, to many it has
redeeming qualities: 'its literary excellence and (... ) the marvellous skill
which the satirists display in manipulating all the vituperative resources
of the Arabic language'. 24 Above all , humour and wit are its redeeming
virtues. It is obvious that much hijii) is plain doggerel, displaying neither
linguistic virtuosity nor refined humour. To some this makes it unworthy
of serious study , especially when its themes are morally or aesthetically
repellent. But such considerations should be irrelevant if one's aim is a
true understanding of Arabic poetry, its practice and function in the eyes
of all those who have made, heard , quoted or judged it. It is only logical
and right that good poetry should receive far more attention than dog­
gerel ; but one 's appreciation of poetry will be enhanced by studying all
of it: the good , the bad, and the ugly.

2. Nicholson , Literary History, p. 239, on the naqii)irj of al-Farazdaq and Jarir.
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