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Alireza Korangy
Introduction

This volume was initiated by soliciting contributions primarily* from the students
of Professor Ahmad Mahdavi Damghani during his tenure at Harvard University
and Center for Middle Eastern Studies (1987-2014).% Professor Mahdavi has had a
significant influence on a great many Ph.D. students and others at different stages
of their studies in different universities. He has taught and advised at Harvard Uni-
versity, the University of Pennsylvania, and a number of Canadian, Iranian and
European universities. Many of his former advisees and students are now estab-
lished scholars in Islamic studies and its broader fields such as Arabic language
and literature, Iranian and Persian languages and literatures, Islamic Jurispru-
dence, Islamic history, and Islamic theology. This volume brings together a small
group of Professor Mahdavi’s former Ph.D. students to commemorate his influ-
ence on the fields to which he has dedicated himself as a teacher and a scholar for
over sixty years and presents him with a small token of their appreciation for his
ninetieth birthday in 2016.

Ahmad Mahdavi Damghani was born on September 5, 1926, in Mashhad to
Ayatollah Muhammad Kazim Mahdavi Damghani and Siddiga Mahdavi Damghani.
At a very young age—only five years old, in fact—Professor Mahdavi undertook the
task of memorizing the Qur’an and he accomplished that task by the age of six.
At the age of fourteen he was sent to the Hauza-i Ilmiyya of Mashhad, where for
five years he studied under the supervision of some of the most prominent schol-
ars of the Arabic language and linguistics, Islamic theology, Islamic philosophy,
and Islamic jurisprudence in Iran. The first of these teachers was Shaykh Muham-
mad Taqi Nishaburi, also known as Adib-i Duvvum, who was in turn the student
of the legendary Shaykh Abd al-Jawad Nishaburi, known as Adib-i Avval and also
as Adib-i Mutlaq. Professor Mahdavi was a classmate of the Grand Ayatollah Hajj
Sayyid Ali Sistani and he often reminisces about the time they studied Kitab-i
al-Mughni wa al-Mutawwal dar Sarf wa Nahw wa Ma‘ani va Bayan, Sharh-i Nizam
dar sarf, and Sharh-i Manziima-i Sabzavari in philosophy and logic with Shaykh
Muhammad Taqi Nishaburi, Shaykh Hasan Shams al-Va‘izin, and Shaykh Say-
fullah Aysi, respectively. His other studies of philosophical treatises were under

1 Dr. Clarke was advised by Professor Mahdavi through the Middle East Center at the University
of Pennsylvania.

2 Professor Mahdavi started his teaching career at Harvard University at Harvard’s Center for
Middle Eastern Studies in 1987 and fondly remembers Professor Keenan’s instrumentality as re-
gards his employment at Harvard.
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the tutelage of Mirza Abu al-Qasim Ilahi and Shaykh Muhammad Rawhani with
whom he delved into Sharh-i Shamsiyya dar Mantiq. He also studied figh and usul
with Sayyid Mahmud Razavi Ka’ini, Shaykh Muhammad Reza Turabi, and his own
father Ayatollah Kazim Mahdavi Damghani. These early pedagogical experiences
were the auspicious beginnings of his education in rhetoric, linguistics, and phi-
lology.

In 1945, Professor Mahdavi matriculated at the University of Tehran’s division
of theological studies (Ilahiyyat). While pursuing his bachelor’s degree, he also
intermittently attended hundreds of seminars by many of the established Islamic
scholars of the time, some of whom were in Qom, not far away, and some of whom
came to Tehran to hold private seminars. In 1948 and 1949, Professor Mahdavi
studied Kitab-i Misbah al-’Uns dar Tasawwuf with Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini
in Qom. In those same years, he studied usul with Hajj Shaykh Muhammad Ali
Ha’iri Kirmani. Between 1953 and 1955, he further studied figh under the tutelage
of Hajj Shaykh Muhammad Taqi Amuli. These extracurricular seminars shaped
Professor Mahdavi’s future scholarship and approach to pedagogy as much as his
formal education.

He names the following individuals as his most important influences: his
father, Ayatollah Kazim Mahdavi Damghani, Badi‘ al-Zaman Furuzanfar, Badi*
al-Zamani Kurdistani, who was known as a ‘walking encyclopedia’ of Arabic
texts and with whom he studied Arabic literature for twenty-five years,® and
the renowned poet Sayyid Karim Amiri Firuzkuhi (see Figure 2). He has been
bestowed with ‘the permission to interpret and authenticate hadith’ literature
from Ayatollah Mar‘ashi Najafi* (see Figure 3), Ayatollah Shaykh Muhammad
Bagir Ayatullahzada Mazandarani, Ayatollah Shaykh Muhammad Salih Allama
Ha’iri Simnani, and Ayatollah Muhammad Kazim Mahdavi Damghani, who was
also a teacher to Hajj Sayyid Ali Sistani from 1956 to 1958.

He studied divinity with Furuzanfar for three years and literature for seven.
His studies with him have left a unique impression on Professor Mahdavi. It is a
fact that no one has had more schooling from Furuzanfar than Professor Mahdavi,

3 His letter of ijaza-i tadris (Permission to commence mentorship) to Professor Mahdavi, after
he completed his readings with him, reflects the level of protocol that existed during Professor
Mahdavi’s tenure as a student and in turn exemplifies the degree of rigor to which he is so accus-
tomed (see Figure 1). Professor Mahdavi considers this and several other ijazas by these scholars
“more important to him than a hundred Ph.D.’s”: az sad duktura bishtar mi'arzand!

4 Ayatollah Mar‘ashi Najafi is considered an institution when it comes to studies of figh, hay’at,
Islamic Medicine, and Islamic history and historiography. He is the author of over 148 books and
articles, and his students included among many others, notable Islamic scholars such as Ayatol-
lah Murtaza Mutahhari, Ayatollah Muhammad Mahdavi Kani, and Imam Musa Sadr.
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and regardless of how prodigious the extent of his own publishing and his own
accomplishments, he considers his greatest accolade the recognition that Furu-
zanfar bestowed on him on page 69 of his Sharh-i Risala-i Qushayriyya, when the
teacher referred to his student as “my most learned friend.” This level of respect
for mentors long gone reminds one of these immortal lines in Sa‘di’s Gulistan:

Padshahi pisar bi maktab dad
Lawh-i siminash bar kinar nahad
Bar sar-i lawh-i i nibishtand bi zar
Ki jawr-i Ustad bih az mihr-i pidar

A king sent off his child to school

And as was the custom gave him a tabula and a writing tool

Upon the top of that tabula they had written for the child in gold,
“Consider less favorable your father’s kindness to your master’s scold!”

There are many other scholars he names as the pedagogical foundations of his
academic life: Dhu al-Majdayn, Ahmad Bahmanyar, Ali Akbar Fayyaz (once dean
of the School of Literary Studies at Mashhad University), Mahmud Shahabi,
Shaykh Mahdi Ilahi Ghomshei, Sayyid Muhammad Bagir Arabshahi, Muhammad
Muhammadi, who was the dean of the School of Divinity after Badi’ al-Zaman
Furuzanfar, Zabihullah Safa, Dr. Lutfali Suratgar (Sukhansanji), Dr. Khanlari,
Husayn Khatibi, Ehsan Yarshater, Sadeq Kia, and Mudarris Razavi, among others.

Professor Mahdavi’s Ph.D. thesis directors were Jalal al-Din Huma’i, the author
of many seminal works (Tarikh-i Isfahan, Divan-i Uthman-i Mukhtari, etc.), Abd
al-Azim Gharib, Sa‘id Nafisi, and Ibrahim Purdavud. The title of his dissertation
was “Tashih va Tahshiyya-i Kitab-i Kashf al-Haqa’iq-i ‘Aziz Nasafi.” He received his
Ph.D. with the highest distinction in 1963.

Professor Mahdavi’s success in teaching runs so deep that many, including
his own students, sometimes forget the breadth of his scholarship and in fact how
philologically complex it is—even though his teaching and his scholarship are
not mutually exclusive at all. A number of well-known figures in Islamic studies
have reviewed his scholarship very favorably. One among many was Ayatollah
Qasim Khu'i, the predecessor to Ayatollah Sistani as the spiritual leader of much
of the Shiite world, and undoubtedly one of the most highly regarded scholars of
Shiism, who highly commended Professor Mahdavi’s edition of Al-Majdi fi Ansab
al-Talibt’in (see Figure 4).

Professor Mahdavi’s scholarship, with respect to poetics and literature, falls
under the rubric of comparative philology. His impressive memory is highlighted
in his treatment of literature, history, historiography, and kalam both in his writ-
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ings and his classes.® While there are far too many examples that could speak to
his memory and his scholarly rigor, here I will allude to one instance.

In an article entitled “Madamin-i Mushabbah-i Shahnama va Digar Maraji‘-i
Adabi ya Madhhabi Pish az Firdawsi,”® he explains how some of the themes in
the Shahnama can be cited in other works; what follows is an example from the
Shahnama followed with Professor Mahdavi’s efficacious explanation. His stu-
dents witnessed this kind of philological ‘tracing’ in every class and were amazed
that he relied entirely on his memory for what always turned out to be a long list
of cross-references:”

Biyamad parichahra’t maygusar
Yaki jam bar kaf bar-i shariyar
Jahandar bistad bikhurd an nabid
Buliir az may-i surkh shud napadid

An angel-faced beauty bearing wine came forth

Took a cup of wine to the king [at his court].

The all powerful took hold of wine and with one gulp
The crystal was left empty of crimson, not left one pulp.®

Professor Mahdavi then goes on to say:

“And before Firdawsi, Buhturi and Sahib [aka Sabi] and Kishajim® have said as
well”:

Buhturi:

Yukhfi az-zujajata lawnuha fa ka-annaha
Fi k-kaffi q@’imatun bi-ghayri ’in@’i

5 Kristen Brustad says the following in her essay: “My favorite part of our lessons was when
Professor Damghani would read aloud a line from the poem at hand, pause, look off, say, ‘haza
yuzakkirni bi bayt ... (‘this line reminds me of the line by ..."), and recite a line by another poet
from memory.”

6 Ahmad Mahdavi Damghani, “Madamin-i Mushabih-i Shahnama va Digar Maraji‘-i Adabi ya
Madhhabi-i Pish az Firdawsi.” Gulistan 4 (1376): 45-59.

7 All Arabic and Persian poems are translated by Alireza Korangy.

8 This is of course a double entendre. The other poetic intention is to imply that “the wine’s
purity made the crystal cup look invisible.” This is the meaning Professor Mahdavi alludes to in
the ensuing explanations.

9 Mahmud b. al-Husayn Kishajim (d. 350/961).
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You’d say the wine hides the color of the cup;
Or standing up without a cup is wine and its every drop.

Kishajim:

Lastu adri min raqqatin wa saf@’in
Hiyya fi ka’siha umma ‘l-ka’sti fiha

A wine so clear that it is indeed hard to know:
Is it the wine embracing the cup or the cup in it has the wine aglow?

Sabi or Sahib:

Raqqa ’zzajjajii wa raqqati ’l-khamrii
Fa tashabaha wa tashakala ’l-’‘amrii

Fa ka-’nnama khamrun bi la qadahin
Fa ka-’nnama qadahun wa la khamrii

From the transparent wine and the clarity of the vessel

I don’t know which is the cup and which the wine;

As though there is wine standing without a crystal nestle

Or there is a cup upright and of the wine in it there is no sign.

Professor Mahdavi also has had an accomplished career as an editor, serving as the
editor-in-chief of the literary journal Gulistan from 1997 to 2002. In other capaci-
ties, between the years of 1961 and 1974, he was Iran’s chief tribunal justice of Civil
Registry, and from 1974 until 1980 he was the president of Iran’s Civil Registry.

The contributions in this volume are divided into four thematic sections,
with each addressing one of the fields in which Professor Mahdavi Damghani has
been so influential during his long career: 1) classical Persian literature and phi-
lology; 2) classical Arabic literature and philology; 3) Islamic theology, Islamic
jurisprudence, and Islamic philosophy; and 4) Islamic history and historiogra-
phy. Although these fields can often overlap, it was thought more advantageous
to organize the collection along these lines.

Classical Persian Literature and Philology

Although when asked Professor Mahdavi would almost always refer to himself as
a “student of Arabic philology,” he is no less versed—and no less recognized—as a
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scholar of Persian literature. The articles herein engage some of the writers, poets,
and poetics that have interested Professor Mahdavi over the course of his life as a
teacher and a scholar. Matthew Smith’s article “Moving toward the Modern: The
Nationalist Imagery of Malik al-Shu‘ara Bahar” explores the parallels that Bahar
perceived in his political and poetic lives and argues that Bahar the poet and
Bahar the social conscience are one and the same. Rahim Shayegan’s philological
investigation addresses the “Old Iranian motifs in Vis 0 Ramin.” He treats some of
the text of Vis o0 Ramin, to elucidate some of the connections between the Old and
the New and does in fact highlight some never-before-examined aspects of the
well-known epic. Elaheh Kheirandish’s essay “Astronomical Poems from the ‘Four
Corners’ of Persia (ca. 1000-1500 CE)” is a chrestomathy of poems, which detail
astronomy and astrology and their broader themes in greater Persia. As Khei-
randish puts it, “These poems include content that correspond to concepts and
expressions within early astronomical and related traditions that raise specific,
and often unexplored, historical questions.”

Classical Arabic Literature and Philology

In this section, Alexander Key’s article “Moving from Persian to Arabic,” dis-
cusses the poems in Raghib’s manual of adab that are described as “mangiila
min al-farisiyya.” Through a comparative philological investigation, he treats
both Arabic and Persian proverbs under the auspices of the tradition of medieval
translations from Persian to Arabic. “The Iconic Sibawayh” by Kristen Brustad is
an eye-opening probe into the annals of Arabic grammar and the life of legend-
ary grammarian Sibawayh. It highlights the importance of milieu and its role in
Sibawayh’s creation of an enduring grammar. She argues that “he and his teacher
al-Khalil, author of Kitab al-‘Ayn, wrote their books aiming to describe the ‘Arabi-
yya, and that this project ultimately resulted in the rise of an ideology of language
that survives today.” Furthermore, Kristen’s treatment and account of Sibawayh’s
struggles as a non-Arab grammarian of Arabic gives us insight into xenophobia
in a different time and place. Last in this section is an article by Sarah Savant,
“Naming Shu‘dbis.” Sarah Savant investigates whether the Shu‘tibiyya movement
has been overanalyzed in the past—or rather overemphasized—at the expense of
studies that might have better engaged the other non-Arabs in early Islam. She
argues that this overestimation of the movement has allowed for a strong polemic
of nationalist “approbation” against the ‘Iranian element’ of early Islam.
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Islamic Theology, Islamic Jurisprudence,
and Islamic Philosophy

I can say with confidence that reading the essays in this section was a timely
learning experience for me, and although I feel quite pedestrian in my under-
standing of much of the terminology and discourse, I felt the deft writing pre-
sented me with a pedagogically facile primer. The essay topics in this section
range from tasawwuf to figh. Kambiz GhaneaBassiri’s piece, “Prioritizing Meta-
physics over Epistemology: Divine Justice (4dl) and Human Reason (4ql) in
al-Shaykh al-Mufid’s Theology,” explores Shiite intellectual history by examin-
ing Shaykh Mufid’s conception of justice (‘adl) and contextualizing it in other
theological discussions of justice in the tenth and eleventh centuries by such
contemporaries as ‘Abd al-Jabbar, Ibn al-Bagillani, and Miskawayh. It parses at
a macro level the language of the ideologies of these theologians. GhaneaBas-
siri demonstrates the importance of heeding the minutiae in language in under-
standing Islamic theology in general and Shiite theology in particular. Ahmed
El Shamsy’s “Returning to God through His Names: Cosmology and Dhikr in a
Fourteenth-Century Sufi Treatise,” uses the Sirr al-Asrar (Sirr al-Bayan) as its
central text for tracing the more general development of the dhikr tradition in
the institutionalized Sufi orders. He demonstrates how dhikr was understood as a
“graded process that could lead its practitioner back to humanity’s divine origin
through various layers of existence.” Appropriately titled “Friendship in Islamic
Ethical Philosophy,” Roy Mottahedeh’s essay addresses friendship as engaged by
Miskawayh and Tiisi. Mottahedeh writes:

Interestingly, both these highly learned men, who no doubt taught students in some fashion
or other, acknowledge friendship between teacher and student. Taisi, who is particularly
fulsome on the subject, places “the love of the teacher in the student’s heart” between the
love of God—the strongest love—and love of children for parents. Parents nurture the bodies
of their children whereas teachers nurture their souls. “Likewise,” adds Tasi, “the love by the
teacher for the student in a good way is superior to the love of the father for the son, for the
teacher nurtures [the student] with complete virtue and sustains [him] with pure wisdom.

In this section we also have David Owen’s “The Poetic Syllogism: Foray into an
Inductive Research Proposal.” Easily the most technical of all the essays in this
section, it is of particular value for those interested in Arabic logic and its Greek
correlations. Elias Muhanna contributes an article the erudition of which belies
the brevity of its composition. In his essay, “The Scattered and the Gathered:
Abti Hayyan al-Tawhidi’s Infrequently Asked Questions,” Elias translates about
a hundred of the questions asked of Ahmad b. Muhammad Miskawayh (d. 1030)
by Abt Hayyan al-Tawhidi (d. 1023). He elucidates the philosophical categories in
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Tawhidi’s work with his “system of classifying his questions according to philo-
sophical categories.” Elias also offers his own topical index. Lynda Clarke’s “Aql
(Reason) in Modern Shiite Thought: The Example of Muhammad Jawad Magh-
niyya (1904-79)” is the other essay in this section that addresses ‘aql in Shiite
thought. However, she points to a modern tendency to re-institutionalize Shiism
as a “religion of reason.” She does so by going beyond the borders of Iran, to
which every Shiite thought and Shiite controversy seems to be traced. Her exam-
ination of reason through the works of Maghniyya, the Lebanese jurisprudence
scholar, is a poignant treatment of the modern understanding and articulation
of reason in Shiite thought and philosophy. Sarah Eltantawi’s “Tiisi Did Not ‘Opt
Out’: Shiite Jurisprudence and the Solidification of the Stoning Punishment in
the Islamic Legal Tradition” questions Tasi’s treatment of stoning and takes up
the question of authority and legality in accordance to the broader Islamic law
and jurisprudence. This article brings to light the intricate minutiae that make
Islamic law so intriguing and often so exegetically challenging. Finally in this
section, Tahera Qutbuddin’s article, “‘Ali’s Contemplations on this World and the
Hereafter in the Context of His Life and Times,” challenges and complicates an
otherwise clear dichotomy in ‘Ali b. Abi Talib’s sermons. She contextualizes both
those sermons that castigate the world and those that defend it. It goes to show
how philosophical, social, and other factors present in the milieu influenced the
composition of these khutbas and were in turn influenced by them.

Islamic History and Historiography

This section provides a prudent platform for further novel investigations into and
dialogues about both ‘Abbasid and South Asian history. In his essay, “al-‘Attaf
b. Sufyan and Abbasid Imperialism,” Chase Robinson asks, “In what ways does
speaking of empire advance or impede our understanding of how social and polit-
ical power was exercised in the late eighth century, the very heyday of Abbasid
power?” What follows is a careful examination of al-‘Attaf b. Sufyan and the events
that unfolded in 793-94 when he made Mosul fall outside the administrative
periphery of the Abbasids. In the essay, “An Early Arabic Conversion Story: The
Case of al-Fadl b. Sahl,” Michael Cooperson discusses Fadl b. Sahl, the Abbasid
vizier, and uses two primary texts—Kitab al-Wuzara wa’l-Kuttab (Book of Viziers
and Scribes) by al-Jahshiyari (d. 331/942) and Tarikh al-Hukama (Biographies of
Philosopher-Scientists) by Ibn al-Qifti (d. 646/1248)—in order to articulate his
thesis that the case of Fadl b. Sahl is “a partial exception to the rule of second- and
third-century indifference to conversion stories.” Here is an example of the kinds
of peculiarities Cooperson explores:
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Not long after his conversion from Zoroastrianism to Islam “al-Fadl was visited by the Chris-
tian physician and fellow Persian speaker Jibril ibn Bukhtishii, who finds him reading the
Qur’an and asks him what he thinks of it. ‘Not bad,’ says al-Fadl. ‘It’s like Kalila and Dimna.’

Cooperson goes on to say: “This report raises several questions. Had al-Fadl
never heard or read the Qur’an before? What about Jibril? What is meant by com-
paring the Holy Book to a collection of animal fables? And why is the dialogue
given in Persian?” By exploring these questions “this essay ... sheds light on eth-
nicity, conversion, and language contact in the early Abbasid period.” Tarikh-i
Firtizshahi is an important history of South Asia for so many reasons, and while
some are reasons that make any historical source valuable, in “A Translation of
the Prolegomena to Ziya’ al-Din Barani’s Tarikh-i Firiizshahi,” Blair Auer suggests
how a prefatory text can clarify considerably its author’s later history. Barani’s
introduction to his Tartkh-i Firiizshahi is an occasion where he rationalizes his
understanding of the interrelations among history, historian, historiography, his-
toriographer, and historicity.
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Figure 1. /jaza-i Tadris of ‘Allama Badi* al-Zaman1 Kurdistani to Professor Mahdavi.
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Figure 3a. /jaza-i Ravayat from Ayatollah Mar‘ashi Najafi to Professor Mahdavi.
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us too soon.
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Matthew C. Smith

Moving toward the Modern:
The Nationalist Imagery

of Malik al-Shu‘ara Bahar

The literature of early-twentieth-century Iran is characterized by the emergence
of modernist thought within a framework of classical formalism in an era of polit-
ical upheaval, war, and a struggle for democracy. Poets gave voice to those who
fought to reform Iranian government and expand political participation in the
face of centuries of traditional autocratic rule, just as the writers themselves were
breaking free from the strictures of classical forms and images. Heroes were called
forth from ancient legends to battle against modern-day foes; in love poems, the
beloved was replaced by the nation and political freedom. The very shape of
poetry was transformed as poets experimented with new styles and forms, fueled
in part by a growing awareness of foreign literature, and began to try their hand
at satirical essays, drama, and short fiction.

One of the most compelling voices belonged to Muhammad Taqi Bahar, often
referred to by the title Malik al-Shu‘ara, or poet laureate. Born in 1265/1886 in
Mashhad, just as ideas of nationalism and popular representation were gaining
currency among Iran’s elite, Bahar was the son of Muhammad Kazim Sabfiri,
the poet laureate at the famous Shiite shrine of Imam Rida. After Sab{iri’s death,
Muzaffar al-Din Shah (who would later grant Iran its first constitution) appointed
Bahar to the post of Malik al-Shu‘ara-i Astan-i Quds-i Radavi in his father’s stead.
Though the events of his life carried him far from his home and his duties at the
shrine, the title stuck and came to represent a much broader obligation to the
Iranian nation as a whole.

“Poet” is the most apt description of Bahar’s persona, though it neglects a
great deal of his résumé. He was at times a journalist, an essayist, a long-standing
Member of Parliament, a scholar and professor. Yet poetry was his first love. It
informed every part of his life and imbued his political activism with a profound
sensitivity. Steeped in traditional Iranian culture and religion and determined to
see Iran take a leading role in global modern society, Bahar was an ideal repre-
sentative of the struggles taking place within the country. His poetry undoubtedly
belongs to the classical tradition, particularly in terms of form, yet Bahar gradu-
ally turned those traditional forms towards the expression of nationalist ideals in
order to depict the struggles gripping the country. It was his ability to manipulate
and at times subvert the stringent demands of classical formalism without sacri-
ficing its aesthetic beauty that distinguished Bahar from his peers and made him
Iran’s voice of liberty and patriotism.
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Nationalism, modernity, and Westernization were symbiotic forces in Iranian
society at the turn of the century.! As political reformers pushed for changes in
the military and government in an attempt to make Iran competitive with Euro-
pean powers,? poets sought to modernize the artistic discourse by turning from
their traditional patrons at the court and religious circles to address their fellow
Iranians. Poetry, as an integral part of Iranian cultural life, could not help but
move with the intellectual currents of the time, particularly because many of the
poets associated with the constitutional revolution and its aftermath were, like
Bahar, active in a variety of endeavors with nationalist aims.?

The nationalistic themes found in the poetry of Bahar and many of his contem-
poraries were shaped by a number of factors, including incursions by foreign
powers into Iranian territory,* a renewed interest in pre-Islamic culture, and

1 As Chehabi notes, “Modernism and nationalism were closely linked, and self-conscious mod-
ernizers were also nationalists.” H. E. Chehabi, “From Revolutionary Tasnif to Patriotic Suriid:
Music and Nation-Building in Pre-World War II Iran,” Iran 37 (1999): 143-54.

2 Afary emphasizes the importance of economic factors as Iran moved “from a subsistence econ-
omy to one with a greater reliance on cash crops, the increasing export of raw materials” along
with a “growing rate of unemployment among peasants and artisans.” She concludes, “For many
intellectuals and merchants the central question became how to modernize the nation along
European lines while at the same time curbing the destructive impact of European commerce
and politics on Iran’s industry and economy.” Janet Afary, The Iranian Constitutional Revolution,
1906-1911 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), 17.

3 Adib al-Mamalik Farahani, for instance, was both a prominent journalist and poet whose work
anticipates Bahar’s in its use of classical forms to express nationalist themes. Mirzada ‘Ishqi is
well known for his fiery essays, his forays into composing plays and opera, and as an outspoken
journalist. ‘Ali Akbar Dihkhuda began his career as a diplomatic secretary and translator before
delving into journalism and satire and later being elected to the Majlis.

4 Some of Bahar’s early political activity was spurred by Russian influence and aggression in his
native Khurasan and he voiced his opinions openly in his newspaper Naw Bahar, established in
1909 as the official paper of the Democrat Party of Mashhad. He later wrote:

The Democrat Party saw danger approaching the young Constitution from two directions. First,
they considered the Tsarist government of Russia to be the enemy of the nation, constitutional
government and the liberals. It was believed that because the Russian government had consid-
ered the deposed Muhammad ‘Ali Shah its own creature, it would be displeased with his losing
the throne. Furthermore, Russia would not like having a democratic government for a neighbor;
they could not abide an Iran with a national government on the road to political awakening and
progress, which would become known in Europe as an orderly and law-abiding nation. Such a
thing would be a difficult insult for Russia to swallow, since it had fixed its greedy stare on the
northern parts of Iran, an area in which, according to the 1907 agreement with Britain, they were
the major power. Muhammad Taqi Bahar, Arjnama-i Malik al-Shu‘ara Bahar (Tehran: Markaz-i
Pizhuhishi-i Mirath-i Maktiib, 1385), 40.
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modern interpretations of the mythic history of Firdaws1’s epic poem, the Shahna-
ma.” However, the poetic image of the nation was malleable and subject to a
variety of competing forces. Scholars have traced the development of the vocabu-
lary used to express the concept of nationhood itself: words like vatan, mulk, and
millat, whose original meanings were substantially altered as they were applied
to increasingly modern concepts of political participation and patriotism. Shafi’'i
Kadkani, for instance, writes that prior to the Constitutional Revolution, the word
vatan did not mean “nation” in the sense that we would apply to “the great French
Revolution,” but instead was defined either in a provincial context as “the town
or city where one was born,” or in an internationalist, pan-Islamic sense to mean
“the entire Islamic world, of which we find a good example in Igbal Lahawri.” It
wasn’t until the Constitutional Revolution that the term vatan, “one of the funda-
mental themes of the period,” came to encompass “love of country” and nation-
alism.®

Kadkani describes the impact of nationalism and modern thought on Persian
poetry by dividing early-twentieth-century literature into two categories, patri-
otism (mihanparasti) and social criticism (intigad-i ijtima‘), represented by the
poetry of Bahar and Iraj Mirza respectively.” He further divides Bahar’s work
under two headings: nation (vatan) and freedom (azadi):

The best [examples] of encomiums on freedom ... are found in the works of Bahar and the
most beautiful panegyrics concerning the concept of the nation can also be found in his

5 “The selective remembrance of things pre-Islamic made possible the dissociation of Iran from
Islam and the articulation of a new national identity and political discourse.” Tavakoli notes that
nationalist fascination with the Shahnama had its roots in the nineteenth century and continued
to influence the political discourse well into the mid-twentieth century under the Pahlavi dynas-
ty. Mohamad Tavakoli-Targhi, “Refashioning Iran: Language and Culture During the Constitu-
tional Revolution,” Iranian Studies 23 (1990): 77-101.

6 Muhammad Rida Shafi’i Kadkani, Advar-i Shi‘r-i Farsi (Tehran: Tas, 1359), 38. For examples
in Arabic and Turkish, see Bernard Lewis, “Watan,” Journal of Contemporary History 26 (1991):
523-33. This gradual transformation can be easily traced within Bahar’s work, as he often re-
ferred to Khurasan as his vatan. The musician ‘Arif Qazvini wrote, “When I started composing
national (milli) songs, not even one among 10,000 Iranians knew what the word vatan (home-
land) meant: they thought vatan was the village or the town where they had been born. When a
Kirmani went to Isfahan, he felt forlorn, and ... neighborhoods fought like France and Germany
over Alsace-Lorraine.” Chehabi, “From Revolutionary Tasnif to Patriotic Suriid,” 145.

7 Kadkani, Advar-i Shi‘r-i Farsi, 36. He notes throughout that Bahar expressed a “bourgeois patrio-
tism,” which “differed from the patriotism of Lahti,” a more populist author. This becomes more
relevant in Kadkani’s discussion of workers’ literature, a topic which he brings to the attention of
graduate students looking for a dissertation subject as “worthy of a separate study all its own.”
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divan. Bahar, by reason of his broad awareness of Iran’s past and his passion and affection-
ate fascination for ancient Iran, is ... the premier panegyrist of freedom and nation.®

In effect, Kadkani is saying that Bahar’s classical training allowed him to express
modern concepts within the larger context of Persian literature. He recognizes the
shift of the panegyric’s object from ruler to nation but reminds us that the basic
function of the poet remained constant.

While this approach provides a useful starting point for deciphering the
nationalist discourse, it overlooks the extratextual context of these terms and so
neglects certain underlying trends. To remedy this situation, both Najmabadi and
Tavakoli, among others, have approached the topic from a sociological viewpoint,
describing the thematic shift as an example of “matriotism,” or the envisioning
of the national homeland in feminine terms; “motherland” replaced “fatherland”
and citizens were urged to defend the feminine honor of the nation. The approach
teases out some of the complexity of the nation as portrayed in nationalist writ-
ings. Najmabadi’s article “The Erotic Vatan [Homeland] as Beloved and Mother”
describes how the image of Iran underwent a dramatic shift in the popular imag-
ination. “From the late eighteenth through the first decades of the twentieth
century,” she writes, “Iranian modernity was discursively shaped by the re-artic-
ulation of such pivotal concepts as nation (millat), politics (siyasat), homeland
(vatan), and knowledge (‘ilm).”® The process was carried out in part by portraying
the nation in feminine terms in poetry and prose. For instance, describing the
redefinition of the word vatan from “birthplace” to “nation,” she describes how
the nation came to replace the beloved in nationalist poetry:

The discursive production of vatan as a female body was achieved through the rearticu-
lation of the classical literature of love into patriotic poetics. This made possible notions
of vatanparasti [adoration of vatan, often translated as patriotism] and vatandiisti [love of
the homeland]. It also made the whole discourse of protection of woman ... and defense
of honor available to nationalism. ... This modernist move also led to the reinvention of
folkloric love songs (tasnif-i ‘Gshigana) as nationalist lyrics (tasnif-i milli), which in turn pro-
duced innovations in Iranian popular music.*®

The shift of themes of love away from the beloved and onto the nation had conse-
quences for formal poetic aspects:

8 Ihid., 38.

9 Afsaneh Najmabadi, “The Erotic Vatan [Homeland] as Beloved and Mother: To Love, To Pos-
sess, and to Protect,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 39 (1997): 443.

10 Ibid., 445.
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The re-articulation of erotic love as the love of vatan carved a literary space for the pro-
duction of patriotic poetry [shi‘r-i vatan] that put love to the work of producing nationalist
sentiment. Qasidah, classically used to eulogize men of power, was now used to eulogize
vatan. Ghazal, a form most often associated with love poetry, was similarly incorporated.™

Newspapers, she notes, played a large role in publishing the new “vatani poetry,”
adding that “Adib al-Mamalik, and later, Bahar, ‘Ishqi, Lahiiti, and Farrukhi,
produced some of the memorable pieces of patriotic poetry.”*? Najmabadi adds
that the feminine imagery of the nation was not confined to the beloved, but
also emerged in depictions of Iran as a mother, sometimes ill, who desperately
required the aid of her family to protect her. Thus, male citizens were urged
to fight for the honor of their beloved and mother, while female citizens were
charged with caring for the sick mother.*®

When it came to poetry, the nationalistic themes that emerged so readily in
the relatively new genre of essay writing had to compete with centuries of estab-
lished poetic forms, topoi, and imagery whose signification had long since been
“immutably fixed in the tradition.”** As a result, the poetic image of the modern
nation was greatly informed by the classical tradition, some times constrained
and some times empowered in its expression of Iranian nationalism. Bahar and
his contemporaries to conform to the strictures of classical forms manipulated
the image of the nation and in turn the forms themselves were altered to accom-
modate the modern imagery.

Bahar best demonstrated his skill in combining classical formalism and
modern narrative in the gasida,”® a monorhythmic poem similar in structure to
the shorter ghazal, differing “mainly in subject and length.”*® Browne describes
the gasida as a “purpose-poem,” a “rather vague appellation absent from the

11 Ibid., 458.

12 Ibid.

13 Ibid., 446.

14 Wheeler M. Thackston, A Millennium of Classical Persian Poetry (Bethesda, MD: Iranbooks,
1994), x.

15 ‘Abidi voices the consensus when he writes, “Bahar’s area of artistic expertise was the com-
position of gasida. Even in his mathnavis, we can find evidence of limitations in his skills of
poetic composition.” Kamyar ‘Abidi, Bih Yad-i Mihan (Tehran: Nashr-i Salis, 1376), 269. Much of
the argument concerning the didactic function of the gasida can also be applied to the mathnavi
form, particularly when considering Meisami’s description of the analogical role of the romance,
which provided a model of ethical and moral behavior. For examples, which touch on the topics
addressed here, see Tabiban-i Vatan (Bahar, Divan, 2:212) and Saginama (Bahar, Divan, 2:289).
16 Edward G.Browne, A Literary History of Persia (London: Cambridge University Press, 1964),
2:26.
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English literary tradition.”"” Vague though it is, Browne was obviously aware
of the limitations of a formal definition and sought to distinguish the gasida
through its use as a mode of public address. The term includes a class of poems,
which can be applied to a specific social function, “a panegyric, or a satire, or it
may be didactic, philosophical, or religious.”*® Later scholars have argued for a
redefinition of the gasida, as its widespread use throughout the Islamic world has
led to such a variety of permutations that reference to the gasida “form” cannot
adequately capture the breadth and depth of changes it has undergone while still
retaining the epithet “gasida.” Karimi-Hakkak, for example, refers to the gasida
“genre” while Gliinz uses the term “class,” pointing out that

the only criterion by which a gasida can be clearly distinguished from other forms of poetry
(shi‘r), such as ruba‘ (quatrain), ghazal, and qit‘a (fragment) is its length while the dis-
tinctive feature of the gasida vis-a-vis the masnavi (poem composed of rhyming couplets),
which can comprise any number of verses, is its rhyming scheme.

The point being that a description of the gasida that only takes into account
formal criteria such as length and rhyme scheme is clearly inadequate for distin-
guishing it from other forms.

Gliinz builds on Browne’s description by identifying the multiple functions of
the gasida as the elegiac, panegyric, gnomic, and didactic, both in religious and
secular contexts.?® These functions are not exclusive, particularly in the case of
the didactic mode, which often worked in conjunction with the panegyric. As the
vehicle of the panegyric, the gasida was traditionally used to address kings and
rulers, serving a number of functions, including immortalizing the good name
of the patron and enriching the poet. Along with this, however, came a deeper
purpose which was didactic in nature: the transmission of a “code of moral
values,” both to the object of praise and the audience at large.?* As Clinton notes,
“Islamic monarchy is being praised, not an Islamic monarch.”* To emphasize the

17 Ahmad Karimi-Hakkak, “Preservation and Presentation: Continuity and Creativity in the
Contemporary Persian Qasida,” in Qasida Poetry in Islamic Asia and Africa, ed. Sperl, Shackle,
and Norris (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 1:254.

18 Browne, A Literary History of Persia, 27. As opposed to the “generally erotic or mystical”
ghazal, which “seldom exceeds ten or a dozen bayts.”

19 Michael Gliinz, “Poetic Tradition and Social Change: The Persian Qasida in Post-Mongol
Iran,” in Sperl, Shackle, and Norris, Qasida Poetry, 2:183-84.

20 Ibid., 184.

21 Stefan Sperl and Christopher Shackle, Qasida Poetry in Islamic Asia and Africa, v. 2, 4.

22 As quoted in Julie Scott Meisami, Medieval Persian Court Poetry (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1987), 44.
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didactic function, Sperl and Shackle divide the “determinants” of the gasida genre
into a number of core features, including “[pJurpose,” which includes “praise of
wielders of God given power who uphold the [moral] code” and “admonishment
of mankind to respect the code,” implying that the moral code ultimately predom-
inates over the ruler.

As the genre was altered to respond to twentieth-century events, these core
features gave way to “peripheral features,” including “praise of non-canonical
recipients (e.g. common people)” and “admonishment to respect modernist
codes.”? Since the major poets of the constitutional era worked outside the realm
of courtly power and even, in many cases, in opposition to it, the king largely
ceased to be the object of the panegyric’s praise. This role was often filled by the
nation itself, whether imagined as an ideal state or as a community of Iranians
sharing a common identity. In the process, the content of the panegyric gasida
was altered substantially. For example, the function of offering praise was often
subsumed in Bahar’s work by expressions of pity and rage at the sorry state of
his homeland. What remained unaltered and, in fact, was brought to the fore was
this very underlying didactic role, the “code of moral values.” No longer bound by
courtly traditions and reliance on the capricious whims of an arbitrary ruler for
subsistence, poets like Bahar were free to openly proclaim themselves the moral
and political guides of the Iranian people. Bahar expressed this newfound power
(which one can witness in the poet’s transformation from shrine functionary to
political activist) through the theme of nationalism, which was rooted in the clas-
sical tradition, yet flexible enough to accommodate contemporary concerns.

Bahar’s emphasis of his role as teacher and guide shaped the way in which he
expressed the theme of nationalism. When adhering most closely to the classical
norms, Bahar addressed the king as an object of praise. The virtues he associated
with good rulership did not differ greatly from classical themes (justice, wisdom,
piety, etc.) though they are assumed to be in the service of creating a modern
nation-state rather than just constraining arbitrary power. Moving towards the
modern, Bahar imagined the nation itself as an individual, although it was not
always an object of praise. More often the nation was weak and abused, a woman
in distress or crippled with disease, a perfect example of the “matriotic” imagery
discussed above. Invoking the “discourse of protection of woman ... and defense
of honor” allowed Bahar to use the qasida as a rallying cry to his fellow Iranians.
Finally, drawing on imagery that reflected the most modern conceptions of the
nation-state, the poet addressed the nation as a collective enterprise embodied in
a physical object, a house or a boat, for example, fostering a sense of community

23 Sperl, Shackle, and Norris, Qasida Poetry, 34.
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and collective fate. The purpose of the gasida was no longer praise of kingship,
but rather an exhortation to his fellow Iranians to realize the common goal of
modern statehood. The didactic function of the form had come to the fore, super-
seding the panegyric function altogether.

The presentation of nationalist imagery on a spectrum ranging from classical
to modern is not meant to be a strict guideline but rather a strategy for recogniz-
ing how Bahar used the classical form and content of Persian literature, and the
qasida in particular, to incorporate the modern theme of nationalism. It should
not be considered a chronological scale, although Bahar’s earlier works gener-
ally adhere more closely to classical norms. A single poem can contain images
which can be placed on varying points in the spectrum, reflecting the fact that
Bahar and his contemporaries were truly engaged in creating a modern idiom
even while working within the traditional corpus of Persian letters.

This phenomenon can be demonstrated by a close reading of several of
Bahar’s gasidas. The first of these is entitled Adl va Dad and was written, the
editor tells us, in 1283/1904-5 to honor Muzaffar al-Din Shah for his granting of
the constitution. Since the National Consultative Assembly (Majlis-i Shira-i Milli)
did not open until August 1906, it is possible that this poem was meant to honor
the establishment in January 1906 of an earlier representative body known as the
House of Justice (‘adalatkhana), which perhaps inspired the title of the poem.**
Even so, before we begin the poem, we are made aware of the dual purpose at
work: praising the king and celebrating the creation of representative govern-
ment. This is not so unusual; a cursory glance at Bahar’s early work shows that
panegyric gasidas were regularly composed in conjunction with an external
event, such as the New Year or the birth date of an Imam. In this case, however,
both the king and the event are the object of praise. Bahar is acutely aware that
his poem is marking the transition from the classical world to the modern and
while he offers praise to the Shah, he also acknowledges that a new era is at hand.

et o sell ik sl all g A Adses Ll A AL

Al 5 a A dpes ailey Sle * i g jsa 5 alla iy 5o

A adls Q) s s * Jae (il Cuglala S S

N gy 5 ol S g ban S * a4 digh Ly 8 (has 5 9l

M3 5 i 55,8 5 B ) Gl ¥ 0 5i8 Sla 5 e g My puad

b o e 5 o il S Ay (e * Bl Ay Ha sl ol SIS Gl

24 Bahar, Divan, 1:91. The poem is preceded in all three editions of the Divan by this sentence:
“This poem is one of Bahar’s old works and a selection from a gasida recited in 1283/1904 after
the signing of the Constitutional Decree of Iran.”
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May Khurasan always be joyful and flourishing

May its pastures and fields be free of oppression

The plains and fields of tyranny are arid and dead

The kingdom (mulk) will be joyful and flourishing

The kingdom is a house; its foundation, justice

The house will not stand without a foundation

If the country (kishvar) is supported by justice and generosity
It is better than building a fortress of iron and steel

Kings have subdued their enemies and conquered cities and kingdoms
With the glory and power of generosity and justice

Those who favored cruelty and oppression

Lie in the dust and their kingdoms have gone with the winds
Thanks to God that the brave king has placed

A new foundation of Justice and liberality

The world-conquering Muzaffar al-Din

He whose justice toppled the foundation of injustice

God gave him godliness and kingliness

God does not take back that which he bestowed

The kingdom is a bride, justice is its dowry

Give the dowry and become her groom

The bird of governance, which no one can catch

Does not display its feathers to anyone but you

You possess the authority to govern

Your enemies wail and cry

Look and see that it has become Bahar’s nature

To be caught up in praising you like a straw in amber

One knows what his nature is founded on and made of

He who can tell the hawk from the crow

His father, Sabiiri, was at this shrine

Often singing your praise with great eloquence®

25 Ibid., 1:91.
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The imagery is clearly rooted in traditional tropes. He opens the poem with a refer-
ence to his homeland of Khurasan rather than Iran, something not uncommon in
his earlier works composed in Mashhad. Furthermore, his vocabulary has not yet
incorporated the modern terminology of nationhood. Words like mulk and kishvar
were not among those commonly used to mean “nation” in the modern sense
(vatan and millat eventually took that role), which is why I have translated them
in the more neutral terminology of “kingdom” and “country” respectively. These
terms are more appropriate since the object of praise is at least on the surface the
king himself, not the Iranian people or nation. The attributes he lauds in the king
(justice, wisdom, might) are common subjects of the classical panegyric.

The poet’s true intent, however, is revealed in the analogous relationship
between the nasib, or introductory passage, and the madih, or praise passage.
By Bahar’s era, the nasib, a remnant of classical Arabic poetry, had largely been
dispensed with or if employed, substantially altered from its original theme, “the
painful memory of a former love.”?® Meisami and others have described how the
nasib interacts with other portions of the gasida, particularly in the case of the
praise of the ruler. Rather than being just formulaic necessities, each section of
the gasida informs the whole through the use of analogy. Meisami writes:

The polythematic gasidah [that is, one consisting of multiple sections, including but not
limited to the nasib and madih] affords opportunities for greater subtlety and complexity,
particularly in the potential furnished by parallelism between nasib and madih for the intro-
duction, in the context of love, of motifs essential to understanding the panegyric proper.?”

In Bahar’s poem, the nasib (or its modern equivalent) plays a prominent role,
consisting of nearly half the entire work, yet differs greatly from the classical
model. Often in Persian poetry, the Arabic form was adapted to a more urban sen-
sibility, with descriptions of gardens or courtly life rather than depictions of the
beloved’s abandoned camp in the desert.?® Bahar, however, chose to emphasize
his didactic role by instructing the audience in the ways of proper governance. He
lets it be known immediately the king is being praised for no reason other than
his participation in the advancement of representative government. By the time
the king’s name is introduced into the poem, the audience has an image of the
ideal ruler in mind and expects Muzaffar al-Din Shah to live up to it.

26 Sperl, Shackle, and Norris, Qasida Poetry, 9.
27 Meisami, Medieval Persian Court Poetry, 48.
28 Ibid., 40.
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In Bahar’s later works, the image of the house is often associated with more
modern concepts, since the addressee of those poems is the public, not the ruler.
Here the potential modernism of that image is subsumed in the larger traditional
context; the authority and responsibility in the “house” clearly lies with the king,
not the people. However, by opening the poem with an overtly didactic passage
stressing the responsibility of the ruler to the populace, Bahar made clear the
intent of his praise. While he recognizes the king’s role in bestowing the constitu-
tion, doing so is something he describes as being a natural aspect of sound rule.

The madih stresses the king’s individual responsibility in carrying out
the greater plan of social justice. The image of marriage again emphasizes the
responsibility of the king to the populace, yet leaves the monarch in the dominant
position. Since it is only he who holds power, it is his duty to use it wisely. Bahar’s
description of a good ruler is not a radical departure from traditional thinking.
He emphasizes the idea that a king who looks after his subjects will be rewarded
with a peaceful kingdom and lasting fame.

In the final lines, which traditionally often included the “du‘a or prayer for
the well-being of the patron, which often incorporates the poet’s suit as well,”?
Bahar takes the opportunity to remind the audience of his exceptional powers of
discernment, which enable him to see the king’s true nature. This can be read as
a veiled warning of the poet’s power in elevating or debasing the king’s stature
in the public mind, ensuring the poet’s position as moral and ethical guide to
humanity.

The analogous relationship between the nasib and madih is shown even
more clearly in another poem written either in celebration of the establishment of
the House of Justice or lauding the granting of the constitution.® Here the nasib
encompasses more than half the poem, Muzaffar al-Din Shah’s name not being
mentioned until the last five lines. It opens with a rapturous description of the
season’s turning to summer and flowers in bloom, an obvious metaphor for Iran’s
emergence into the modern world. Following well-established conventions, the
idyllic depiction of natural beauty becomes a reason for celebration in itself and
the poem turns to images of leisure and dalliances with rose-cheeked beauties.

29 Ibid., 48.

30 The poem is preceded by the statement that “Bahar recited this poem in Mashhad in
1284/1905 giving thanks for the signing of the Constitution.” While this seems unambiguous,
several factors cast doubt on the dating. First, if read literally, the poem was composed in the
month Khurdad, while the constitutional decree was issued two months later and the final doc-
ument was not signed until the month of Day, a full six months later. Second, this poem shares
several lines with ‘Adl va Dad above, leading one to believe they were composed within a short
time of each other. While not conclusive, it bears noting.



14 — Partl: Classical Persian Literature and Philology

Az 5 8 m8 i 4S 53 % Al 5 Cadigas ) iR

N A de sl g F e Ky * & pu K iy goleadlaja J

A b 5 e 4 05 Al 3 ¥ (5 sm B Lole A3

I ssomle 5 Jodas ¥ (5 sm 820 ol (isA (s sm K
Wiy s als il &5 50 s ¥ G )l ey aiSa K

alida saidy K #LE Gy u ¥ 058 2 QS 50 e

ldiad 5 Qe 3 40 A8 0 Q¥ Gl o 25 (5 s 4 3L
L ded Ge pac a5 A, s 548 s Gl e s
S Gls s s OV e e s s it )

AT 8 QA Gl s s aa * e o il A sad Culéa 6

A 5 iaayeld Jao S AR * caud 40K a8 Gl 58 50 4 (58 alay
A adls Q) b s * Jae (il Gl A8 S0 Sle

N5 oal 5 A g jhan aSa* iS4 ngi by K ey 5ol

Ay abaly g sl ad pla * 1) (fas galhaS ) aighaa S5

Ay alls sl ilae 548 o * ol g ilae Kol oLl
JUQ\.@@\AJ}\ﬁﬁjﬁﬁé*&ﬁﬁki)d}\ﬁﬁd})geuﬁ
i) 53 olE Cha (i S o * (e s Ul el (S50 5 D8
Ai ) ey saba sl ) )sES ¥ Caul 408 48 LS Cidy a5 a0a
Al 5 a A Adisen ailey Sl * (g8 F08 ls Gl S s )

Urdibihisht has passed and Khurdad has come

Arise, for now we must pass the wine goblet around

It is the first of Khurdad and time for roses

It is time for roses and the first of Khurdad

Khurdad has come with red roses

Now thoughts should turn to pleasure and music

The feast’s wine cup is a delight among the red roses
Especially in your hand, fairy-born beauties

The rose blooms at dawn on the bush

Like the cheeks of the beauties of Khallukh and Nawshad*
The next morning when the sun laughs on the mountain
Seventy flowers burst into laughter on a single branch

The breeze, which makes its way nightly to the garden
Braids the locks of the hyacinth and the boxwood

Like the fetching locks of a heart-stealing one

From whose cruelty all I own has been obliterated

The beautiful ones have seen fit to oppress me

Cry from the oppression of these beauties, cry!

0, you by whose cruelty my heart has been turned into ruins

31 The inhabitants of the cities of Khallukh (in Turkistan) and Nawshad (near Balkh) were re-
nowned for their beauty in the classical poetic tradition.
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Promise that one day these ruins will be rebuilt by your beneficence
Injustice now has no place here

For the world is filled with the Shah’s justice and liberality

The kingdom is a house; its foundation, justice

The house will not stand without a foundation

If the country is supported by justice and generosity

It is better than building a fortress of iron and steel

Thanks to God that the brave king has placed

A new foundation of Justice and liberality

O just king, Muzaffar al-Din Shah,

He who through his justice uprooted tyranny

Tyranny was wiped out when he ascended the throne

Chaos fled when the earth brought him forth

If greatness and splendor has been bestowed [on the king] from heaven
Stretch out your hand and stand before the king’s throne

Joyful and happy is the Shah’s fortune

For because of him, the country is joyful and the subjects are happy
From the good fortune of this lawful foundation

May the nation always flourish and be of good cheer®

Far from merely aping classical idioms, Bahar is establishing the analogical basis
for his praise of the king as well as the underlying instructive message of proper
government. He does so by introducing the trope of the beloved’s cruelty towards
the lover. In lines eight and nine, he repeats the word “oppression” (jawr) three
times. While perfectly in keeping with classical imagery, the idea of oppression of
any sort could not help but have political associations for Bahar. In the classical
topos, the beauty’s cruelty and the suffering of the lover is an essential relation-
ship. There is no remedy because such a thing would destroy the means by which
the tormented lover reaches his goal, particularly in the case of mysticism, the
lexicon of which had established itself as the norm long before Bahar’s era. In
this case, though, Bahar provides a solution to the problem of the distant, unwill-
ing beloved, thus distancing his poem from the classical corpora. The “Shah’s
justice” topples the fortress of oppression and creates a happy and prosperous
kingdom. The language Bahar uses to laud the ruler’s actions is lifted directly
from the previous poem, specifically the image of the house whose foundation
is justice. In conjunction with the nasib that conforms more closely to classical
norms, the tone of the poem is much more laudatory and less didactic than Adl
va Dad, incorporating the concern of political oppression within the classical
imagery of the cruel beloved. Given that, the underlying message is still clear: the

32 Bahar, Divan, 1:102.
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success of the ruler and his kingdom is directly proportionate to the well-being
of his subjects.

To understand how the image of the nation is addressed more directly, we
turn to a more modern piece written not to praise Muzaffar al-Din Shah, who had
died in January of 1907, but to excoriate his successor, the anticonstitutionalist
Muhammad ‘Ali Shah. Kar-i Iran ba Khudast is one of Bahar’s earliest poems
dealing specifically with nationalistic topics. In his autobiographical notes, he
writes

In the year 1324 [1906] at twenty years of age, I took my place among the constitutionalists of
Khurasan. My friends and I were members of the revolutionary center and we published the
newspaper Khurasan in secret, I going by the name Ra’is al-Tullab. My first literary works in
the propagation of freedom (tarvij-i azadi) were published in that paper. The most famous of
these was a qasida-i mustazad recited in 1325 [1908]*® in the era of the Lesser Despotism of
Muhammad ‘Ali Shah. It was published in Mashhad and Tehran when the people had taken
refuge in the embassies.>*
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33 Bahar used the Islamic lunar calendar when making reference to dates. However, there is a
discrepancy since the poem makes mention of events in the poem which did not occur until a
year later. Specifically, the Bakhtiyaris took Isfahan in January 1909 and Rasht came under the
control of Constitutionalist forces in February. Tehran fell in July of that year (Browne, The Per-
sian Revolution of 1905-1909 [London: Frank Cass, 1966], 292). Given Bahar’s use of the optative,
the poem must have been composed in the first half of 1909.

34 Bahar, Divan, 1:27.
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Speaking with the Shah of Iran about freedom is an egregious error
Iran’s business is with God [God know what will become of Iran!]
The religion of Iran’s king of kings deviates from all others
Iran’s business is with God
The Shah is drunk, the shaykh is drunk, the policeman is drunk and the prince is drunk
The nation is out of control
At every moment, drunkards give rise to chaos and confusion
Iran’s business is with God
At every second, from the sea of despotism
Come waves that erode the soul
And from this tumult, the ship of the nation is drawn into the terrible maelstrom
Iran’s business is with God
The nation is a ship, events an ocean, despotism a weed
The captain is Justice and that will suffice
Watching over the ship and its passengers is the captain’s task
Iran’s business is with God
The Shah calls himself a Muslim, yet wreaks havoc
On the blood of the innocent
0 Muslims, since when does Islam sanction such cruelty?
Iran’s business is with God
If the Shah of Iran does not fear justice
It is because his nature is not pure
The sun brings only pain and agony to the bat’s eyes
Iran’s business is with God
May God’s vengeance make the Shah aware
Of this foolishness
God’s vengeance is lightening and foolishness a weed
Iran’s business is with God
When the Shah’s fortress moved from Bagh-i Shah to Diishan Tappa
The Shah’s wounds opened anew
The next day his fortress was annihilated on the nation’s border
Iran’s business is with God
May Lord Sattar Khan® race towards Rayy from Azerbaijan

35 The following lines name prominent revolutionaries. Sattar Khan led the fight against the
siege of Tabriz in 1908. Muhammad Vali Khan Nasr al-Saltana, known as Sipahdar, though a
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He of the fortress-pounding cannon and the dagger that liberates nations

Iran’s business is with God

May the wrathful Sipahdar emerge from Rasht

Spreading glory in his wake

He whose efforts have made Gilan the envy of the world

Iran’s business is with God

May the [sword of truth] appear from Isfahan

Making clear the name of justice

So that we may see what becomes of the head that turns away from the judgment of truth
Iran’s business is with God

All the soil of Iran and its people and towns have tasted civilization but for the ruined Khu-
rasan

Whatever comes of our sickly countenance

Iran’s business is with God.>®

The first thing that strikes one upon reading this poem is the form, a qasida-i mus-
tazad, as Bahar states above. Invented by Mas’tid Sa‘d Salman (d. 1121), the court
poet of Lahore and Ghazna best known for developing the habsiyyat, or prison
poetry, genre during his eighteen years of imprisonment in various Ghaznavid
prisons, the form resembles the typical gasida form in that each bayt contains two
misra‘s and adheres to a monorhyme scheme. It differs in that the second misra‘
of each bayt behaves like a refrain, being shorter in length than the first and often
repeating a thematic phrase, in this case, kar-i Iran ba khudast. Bahar often made
use of variant gasida forms beginning with his introduction into the political life,
leading one to speculate that he was seeking a new form to suit the needs of his
political message.>” Certainly, in this case, the repeated refrain creates a lyrical
effect more suited to easy memorization and recitation by the readers of the news-
paper, perhaps the reason for its popularity. Looked at in another light, it lends
the feeling of litany and entreaty to God.

The term azadi appears in both the poet’s preface and the opening misra“.
As indicated by his description of the poem, Bahar recognized a certain portion
of his work as distinct from his more traditional poems and he identified it by

leader of royalist forces in Tabriz, allied with the Constitutionalists and was named leader of
the army in Gilan. Samsam al-Saltana (Bahar makes a pun of his name) was a leader of the
Bakhtiyari tribe who joined the Constitutionalists, captured Isfahan, and advanced on Tehran
from the south as the other forces approached from Rasht in the north (see Afary, The Iranian
Constitutional Revolution).

36 Bahar, Divan, 1:183.

37 This certainly seems to be the case with his most modern works, which often marry unusually
self-reflective content with an invented form, most often a series of rhymed couplets. See the
poems Suruid-i Kabutar and Afkar-i Parishan for examples.
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its object, political freedom. As was mentioned above, Kadkani refers to Bahar’s
use of the term azadi as a distinguishing characteristic and here we see it in the
context of one of his “most famous” pieces. The actual word azadi is used only in
the first line but it is defined by the remainder of the poem, as will be described.

For Bahar, political freedom and religion were complimentary concepts. In
the first misra‘, the Shah equates the concept of freedom with error, so any dis-
cussion of the subject must be addressed directly to God, the ultimate arbiter. In
the second bayt, the king is shown to be a religious deviant, making the message
clear: God favors liberty. In two lines, Bahar has both stripped the king of any
claims to divine favor and dismissed him as a legitimate political power, replac-
ing him with the concept of representative government. In effect, he has estab-
lished a religious basis for his argument in favor of the constitution, something
he perhaps felt compelled to do by his personal beliefs as a functionary of the
Mashhad shrine and the general atmosphere of the city, where religious tradition-
alism and support for the monarchy reigned. In any event, the tone of the piece
works well with the mustazad form, as the refrain kar-i Iran ba khudast takes on
an almost prayer-like quality.

Having impugned the king’s religion, he then criticizes his political leader-
ship. In fact, he broadens his attack to the entire bureaucracy and its supporters:
the “king, shaykhs, police, and prince” who have let the nation fall into chaos.
Chaos, or the perception that society has fallen off the tracks of orderly, enlight-
ened progress, was an important theme in early-twentieth-century Iranian liter-
ature and in modern literature in general. “Crisis,” writes Michael Levenson in
his introduction to The Cambridge Companion to Modernism, “is inevitably the
central term of art in discussions of this turbulent cultural movement.” Iran was
certainly subject to a succession of domestic and international crises, including
the Constitutional Revolution and domination by British and Russian forces.
The poetic expression of political chaos in Bahar’s poetry in general served the
purpose of spurring the audience into action. One can view it as an attempt on
the part of the poet to exert influence over an increasingly chaotic world.>® In
the context of this particular poem, the image of political chaos serves a triple
purpose. Firstly, by equating the king’s religious deviancy with his political inept-
itude and liberty with good religion, Bahar makes it clear that the king’s failure to
support the constitution had thrown the country into chaos. Secondly, it prepares
the reader for the exhortation to action since these are worldly matters and must

38 Farzin Vahdat, God and Juggernaut: Iran’s Intellectual Encounter with Modernity (Syracuse,
NY: Syracuse University Press, 2002), 29.



20 —— Partl: Classical Persian Literature and Philology

be dealt with by the members of society. Thirdly, it nicely sets up the metaphor of
the ship, which follows.

Bahar conveys the chaotic environment of his country through the image of
a ship cast about against its will, while the waves represent the arbitrary will
of the monarch. It is an interesting choice of imagery. The nation as a ship is
a passive construct, requiring a guiding hand.*® There is no active role for the
common Iranian, the presumed audience, to play in this scenario. This image
of helpless passivity is counteracted by a second theme, the need for a qualified
captain. Thus, the ship distinguishes within the poem between the nation, or col-
lective group of Iranians, and its ruler. This differs from the previous poem, in
which Iran and the king were more or less one. Here, even though they are adrift
without him, the people are participants and the ruler, in whatever form, is one
among many.

The role of the ruler is further limited, however, in the same way as the pre-
vious poem, by the fact that true rule must be based on justice. “The captain is
Justice,” he writes, “and that will suffice.” Bahar gives a succinct description of
his view of proper government; it is the king’s job to protect the innocent masses
represented by the ship itself. He should derive his power from just rule, which
ultimately is derived from God’s will. Thus he writes

The job of protecting the ship and its passengers lies with the captain/
Iran is in God’s hands.

This brings us back to the idea of liberty, for liberty and justice are always con-
nected in Bahar’s poetry. It follows that a king who has veered from the path of
true religion will no longer dispense justice according to God’s law, and under an
unjust ruler, liberty or even speaking of liberty is a crime, if not a sin.

The remainder of the poem draws upon this idea of God’s will being enacted
through human agency. The Shah, who “calls himself a Muslim yet wreaks
havoc,” is helpless before the “lightning bolt” of God’s justice. Bahar celebrates
the revolt by various groups in cities throughout Iran, led by men such as Sattar
Khan of Tabriz, who in effect were doing God’s will by struggling to overthrow the
reigning power.

In the poem Vatan dar Khatar ast (The Nation is in Peril), Bahar again draws
on a stanzaic form of the gasida, the tarji'band, to create a sense of urgency and
spur his countrymen to action. The tarji‘band form “consists of a series of stanzas,

39 It is also gender neutral, reminding us that the matriotic themes discussed above, prevalent
though they were, competed with both classical tropes and the poet’s imagination.
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each containing a variable, but equal, or nearly equal, number of couplets, all
in one rhyme,” and separated from each other by a refrain.“® Bahar often relied
on this form when writing on political subjects to convey messages of hope or
directly issuing warnings to his audience.
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40 Browne, A Literary History of Persia, 2:39.
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Autumn has come and the fields and plains are in danger
The birds are lamenting, the meadow is in danger

The din of crows threatens the meadow

The hyacinth, lily, sweet basil, and jasmine are in danger
The eloquent nightingale is in danger

O patriots, beware! The nation is in danger

Your house was destroyed in an instant, Iranian

It has become a barracks for foreign armies

Your oaths and promises were never fulfilled, Iranian

Your promises are no more than fantasies since you broke them

Do not break your promise of zealotry; perjury is dangerous
O patriots, beware! The nation is in danger.

The ministers have neglected the affairs of the nation

The representatives have sealed up mouths and their wishes, as well
The ulama show doubt and have become suspicious

The unruly mob runs victorious over Iran

Iran is in danger from the unruly mob
O patriots, beware! The nation is in danger

Knowledge without speech accomplishes nothing
Reticence in private and in public does nothing

The ulama know nothing but trickery and deceit
The ignorant know nothing but wailing and despair
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The nation is in danger from all this crying, wailing, and despair
O patriots, beware! The nation is in danger

The work of the helpless nation has become deplorable, alas, alas!
Caused by our own ignorance, alas, alas!

Our beloved is off embracing strangers, alas, alas!

This ancient Iran is miserable again, alas, alas!

The bear of the steppe has allied with the crocodile of the sea
Our ship has been steered for the whirlpool of calamity
0, the pain and suffering! Ah, this oppression and injustice!

Take heed! In naught but our bravery and zeal our remedy lies
O patriots, beware, the nation is in danger!

Our rivals today dwell in peace and pleasure

Indeed, this peace and pleasure comes from our suffering
Ignorant of the fact that Islam is on the rise

They do not know that the Caucasus and Poland are in turmoil

This faction is unaware that the Deccan and Lahore are in danger
O patriots, beware, the nation is in danger!

Didn’t we say from the beginning that we do not seek discord?

0, did we not pledge ourselves to harmony?

So what has become of the promise and what happened to that alliance?
What happens now that you say it is not to your liking?

Let no one say to you “My house is in danger”
O patriots, beware, the nation is in danger!

Our condition was that we all ally ourselves

That we pledge to rise up as one

Having been nothing, we aspired to the right of existence
The hypocrites and sowers of discord shall not weaken us

For my house and nation, head and body are in danger
O patriots, beware, the nation is in danger!

Giving up one’s soul on the path of the nation’s virtue means nothing
Without the nation, home, property, head and body are nothing
Without the nation, sweet logic and speech are nothing

Without the nation, heart and soul, spirit and body are nothing

Without the nation, heart and soul, spirit and body are in danger
O patriots, beware, the nation is in danger!

23
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Make haste to defend the nation,—Allah Allah

You overwhelm this sedition—Allah Allah

The house has been toppled by the enemy—Allah Allah
0 people, lend your assistance—Allah Allah

For this sick and weary [person] is in danger
O patriots, beware, the nation is in danger!

I sing of the nation with tears in my eyes

Of an existence on which nothing has left a mark, I sing
Until precious life has reached its end, I sing

Many times have I said it and I say again

That the nation, I repeat the nation, the nation is in danger
O patriots, beware, the nation is in danger!**

At first glance, the refrain is straightforward: “O patriots, beware, the nation is
in danger!” Yet further investigation reveals hidden complexities. The nation,
vatan, is obviously the central concept. According to the original editor of the
Divan, the poem was composed in 1911, at which time, “Iran’s constitutional
foundation was still not well-established.” Thus, the term vatankhwahan is
directed at a specific group of people, not necessarily to Iranians in general. This
is followed, however, by the use of vatan in its most modern sense to indicate the
nation of Iran. This usage is made clear by the opening stanza, which draws on
the garden imagery of the classical Persian nasib. The garden is equated directly
with Iran: both are “in danger.” The garden—and the imagery of nature—rein-
forces the notion that what constitutes Iran is part of the natural order and ulti-
mately a product of divine power, beyond the reach of man to alter fundamen-
tally, as is the constitution, for Bahar presumes that the vatan as imagined by
its supporters already exists. The dual usage of the term, used both to address a
select group of Iranians and to address the Iranian nation as a whole, is indica-
tive of Bahar’s “bourgeois patriotism” as described by Kadkani, or perhaps even
a sense of political elitism.

In the second stanza, he broadens his address somewhat, shifting from the
classical imagery of nature to the more modern image of the house. It is instruc-
tive to compare this usage of the house metaphor with that in the first poem we
examined, Adl va Dad. Vatan dar Khatar ast is clearly not a panegyric, as it does
not even address Ahmad Shah, who had taken the throne in July of 1909. Even
if Bahar’s rhetoric is aimed at an elite group of Iranians, he believed this group

41 Bahar, Divan, 1:228.



Moving toward the Modern = 25

to be representative of the national Iranian spirit: a quasi-vanguard. Therefore,
the house image takes on a more populist cast. In Adl va Dad, Bahar is urging
Muzaffar al-Din Shah as head of the household to look after his belongings. He
instructs the king in the proper administration of justice to provide a firm basis
for his rule. Here, in Vatan dar Khatar ast, the poem is addressing patriots and
more broadly, “Iranians,” as he states in the first misra‘ of the second stanza. Fur-
thermore, rather than the impersonal equation of “the nation is a house,” here
Bahar warns of the danger to “your house” which has been invaded by foreigners.
The house in this context is clearly a metaphor for common enterprise on the
part of Iranians. This is further emphasized by the lines that follow, which tell of
broken oaths and promises. The promise in this case hearkens back to Muzaffar
al-Din Shah’s granting of the constitution and the hope of a new political order of
representative government. Bahar is implicitly condemning those whom he had
earlier praised for their lack of faith in the modern political process.

Interestingly, we see further repetition of the same metaphors for the nation.
The ship again makes an appearance and has clearly been altered in the same
manner as the image of the house. Firstly, the threat to the ship is from outsid-
ers, foreign armies, not the unjust ruler. This alters the instructive tone of the
piece, as it is no longer based on classical models of didacticism. The intent is
not so much to instruct but rather to excite the audience to action in defense of
the nation. Given the immediacy of the danger as he perceived it and the need
to mobilize an entire body of people, the imagery of the ship had to be radically
altered from the passive notion it represented in the earlier poem. The solution is
simple: shift responsibility for the craft’s well-being away from the captain and
onto the crew. Thus, safe passage requires the “bravery and valor” of all “true”
Iranians.

The house image also makes another appearance. This time he begins by
recalling the promises “we” (his compatriots, presumably) made to band together
in pursuit of national glory, but warns that the “house, property, head and body
are in danger.” The stanza that follows emphasizes the essential nature of the
nation, which underlies, according to the author, all other aspects of society. Thus
giving up one’s soul on the path of the nation’s virtue means nothing. “Without
the nation, home, property, head and body are nothing.”

Here the appeal is to the individual Iranian, as Bahar urges them to consider
the well-being of their homes and families. This is essentially the same metaphor
as above but on a smaller scale. Having already established the nation as house
metaphor, he now drives the point home by referring to the actual homes, prop-
erty, and family of the audience. Bahar was not merely trying to frighten his lis-
teners into action. He also points out that without the nation all of these things,
even life itself, are meaningless:
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Without the nation, sweet logic and speech is nothing
Without the nation, heart and soul, spirit and body are nothing
Without the nation, heart and soul, spirit and body are in danger

In a sense, Bahar is anthropomorphizing the nation of Iran through the listener
himself. The individual with his house and family as well as his inherent Iranian
identity is a microcosm of the nation. In order to protect himself, he must defend
the nation. Thus, the metaphor of the house links the individual Iranian to the
greater mass of Iranians he will surely never meet, giving them a common cause
and a shared point of reference for understanding the modern Iranian nation.

Comparing the latter two poems to the former, we can see a marked differ-
ence in how the poet perceives his role. Adl va Dad is clearly a panegyric, even
if the poet takes advantage of the form to emphasize his message of proper rule.
It is clear that Bahar, being acquainted with addressing men of power, knew his
lesson in kingship would be better received if couched in classical language.
Something that cannot be overlooked, however, is that these earlier poems are
aimed not only at Muzaffar al-Din Shah, but also the heir apparent and soon
to be king Muhammad ‘Ali. This shifts the emphasis further toward the sphere
of didacticism, the example of Muzaffar’s just rule being held up for his heir as
a paradigm of proper kingship. This view is confirmed by the large number of
explicitly didactic gasidas Bahar wrote addressing Muhammad ‘Ali Shah directly
when the young king took the throne.*? As the relationship between the Shah
and the constitutionalists became increasingly contentious, Bahar’s work moved
toward outright criticism.

Eventually, the poet shifted his focus still further away from the king and
onto the public. It is this voice that we see in the latter two poems. These pieces
express a desire to act and a frustration with empty rhetoric. Although the tone
of Kar-i Iran ba Khuddst appears somewhat fatalistic, the poet makes a point of
celebrating the achievements of militant constitutionalists. By the time he writes
Vatan dar Khatar ast, there is no doubting his will to action. The metaphor of the
house becomes much less abstract; it is not just a theoretical construct based
on justice, but a macro scale version of the actual homes of common Iranians.
Thus, his goal in these poems is not so much intellectual stimulation as it is a
call to arms and he alters the traditional imagery to suit his needs. In either case,
however, the poet’s role as a leader and guide is highlighted.

42 For example, see A’ina-i ‘Ibrat (literally “Mirror of Examples,” meaning the poem itself allows
the Shah to compare his actions against those of his predecessors) and Pand-i Sa‘di (Sa‘di’s Ad-
vice), Divan, 1: 118 and 1:169 respectively.
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It becomes clear that while classical elements still had a vital role to play,
Bahar’s primary goal was to provide guidance and leadership to the Iranian
populace confronted with principals of representative government for the first
time. At first, he adhered to the classical formula, addressing the king within the
strictures of the panegyric. Eventually, he learned to adapt the classical form to
contemporary events, using the gasida, particularly in its variant forms, to exhort
his countrymen to action. It is not enough to say that he replaced the king with
the nation as the object of praise because doing so required a fundamental trans-
formation of classical imagery to cope with modern themes. Bahar and his peers
inhabited a liminal stage, clearly seen in their efforts to adapt long-held notions of
what constituted proper literature to a society that was encountering pressures to
modernize on all fronts, both literal and figurative. It is this mingling of classical
and modern that distinguishes the Constitutional Revolution and its aftermath as
a key moment in Persian literary history, indelibly joined with Iran’s struggle for
political self-determination.
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Rahim Shayegan
Old Iranian Motifs in Vis o Ramin*

Introduction

The main subject of the Bisotun inscription is the accession of Darius the Great
in the first half of the sixth century BCE. It narrates how, following the demise
of King Cambyses on an Egyptian campaign, a magus by the name of Gaumata
usurped the Achaemenid throne, by pretending to be the Achaemenid prince
Bardiya, Cambyses’s brother, before being eventually eliminated in the wake of
an aristocratic coup d’état led by Darius.!

Early Greek authors, such as Dionysus of Miletus,” Hellanicus of Lesbos,?
Aeschylus,” and Herodotus have all reported on this episode, as has the Roman
historian Pompeius Trogus, who relies upon earlier sources, and whose Historiae
Philippicae although lost, has been preserved in the summaries provided by the
Byzantine author Justin.

What the majority of these classical sources have in common is the reduplica-
tion of Bisotun’s main character in those of two (magian) brothers. Whereas in the
Bisotun, the single magus Gaumata is vilified as the usurper, responsible for ille-
gitimately seizing the throne of Cambyses under the pretense of being Bardiya, in
the main classical sources that is, Herodotus® and Pompeius Trogus/Justin,® the
usurpation of Cambyses’s throne is ascribed to two magi. Herodotus calls them

* Il m’est un grand plaisir de rendre hommage, a travers ces quelques lignes, au Dr. Mahda-
vi-Damghani dont I’érudition n’a cessé d’éblouir et la probité de susciter ’'admiration de tous, y
inclus trois generations des nétres.

1 On this topic, see now Shayegan, Aspects of History and Epic in Ancient Iran; and Shayegan,
“Bardiya and Gaumata: An Achaemenid Enigma Reconsidered.”

2 On Dionysus of Miletus, a contemporary of Darius I, see Shayegan, Aspects of History and Epic
in Ancient Iran, 13.

3 On Hellanicus of Lesbos, see most recently Lenfant, “Les histoires perses de Dinon et d’Héra-
clide,” 16-24; on the scholion FGH IIIC, 687a, F8, 414, ascribing two brothers to Cambyses:
“Cyrus’ son Cambyses had, according to Hellanicus, two brothers: Maraphis and Merphis,” see
Ambaglio, L’Opera storiographica di Ellanico di Lesbo, F 110, 83; and Caerols Pérez, Heldnico de
Lesbos: Fragmentos, F180, 169.

4 Aeschylus Persae 773-80. See edition by West, Aeschyli Persae.

5 Herodotus 3.61; 3.79. For Herodotus’ text, see Rosén, Herodoti Historiae.

6 Justin 1.9.4-23. For Justin’s text, see Seel, Iustini Epitoma Historiarum Philippicarum Pompei
Trogi.
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Smerdis and Patizeithés, while Justin names them Cometes and Oropastés. The
story pattern and the functions of the magian brethren are comparable in the
two accounts: in each couple, one magus serves as the crown bestower and the
other as the puppet king who, due to his physical resemblance to Bardiya, could
be substituted, through the subterfuge of Patizeithés or his Justinian counterpart
Oropastes, for the defunct prince and hence usurp the throne.

The Two Brothers in Early Persian (Epic) Literary Traditions

Among the many attestations of evil brothers in early Persian (epic) literature,
several show remarkable parallels with the story of Bisotun as reflected in ver-
sions known to us from classical sources.

The Iranian epic The Book of Kings, the Sahname, which was put into writing
by the end of the first millennium, depicts the campaign of the hero-king Ferey-
don (Avestan Oraétaona-) against the archetypal evil Zahak (Avestan AZi- Daha-
ka-).” In his victorious campaign against the personified dragon Zahak, Fereydon
almost suffers annihilation at the hand of his two (older) brothers, possibly twin
brothers (d6 farrox hamal) called Katayon and Barmaye. These brethren, known
to us also from their brief mention in the Bundahisn as Kadayon and Bramayon,®
suddenly emerge into the story. They are envious of Fereydon’s fortune, and
design his demise through treachery:

baradar do bud-as do farrox hamal
az-o har do azade mehtar be sal
yeki bud az ésan Katayon-(a)$ nam
degar nam Barmaye-ye Sadkam

He [Fereydon] had two brothers, blessed twin brothers,
the two highborn ones were older than him in years.
One of them was called Katayon,

and the name of the other [was] the gay Barmaye.’

7 On AzZi Dahaka, see Skjeervg, “The Story of Azi Dahaka,” 533—-49.

8 Bundahis$n 35.9-10: “an 1000 sal Dahag dus-padixsayih bud. Az Aspiyan i Purr-gaw Fredon zad
ke kén jam xwast. Aniz frazend Barmayon ud Kadayon. Frédon az awésan purr-xwarrahtar bud.”
(Those thousand years belonged to the evil rule of Dahag. To Aspiyan Purr-gaw Frédon was born,
who sought to avenge jam; also the other children [of Aspiyan] were Barmayon and Kadayon.
Frédon was bestowed with more [royal] glory than them). For a critical edition of the Bundahi3n,
see now Pakzad, Bundahisn: Zoroastrische Kosmogonie und Kosmologie.

9 Khaleghi-Motlagh, Sahname 1:70, vv. 253-54.
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baradar-as har do baré xastand
tabah-kardan-as ra béyarastand

be payan-e koh $ah xofte be naz
Sode yek zaman az Sab-e déraz

yeki sang bud az bar-e borz koh
baradar-as$ har dé nehan az goroh
davidand bar koh o kandand sang
bedan ta be-koband sar-as bé-derang
vo-z-an koh yaltan an foro-gastand
mar-an xofte ra koste pendastand

be farman-e yazdan sar-e xofte-mard
xorosidan-e sang bidar kard

be afson haman sang bar jay-e x'és
bebast o najonbid an sang bes*®

The two brothers raised an eyebrow,

and planned for his demise.

The king was peacefully asleep in the mountain’s foothills,
some time had passed from the long night.

There was a stone on top of that tall mountain,

his two brothers moved away in secret from the group,
they ran towards the mountain and detached the stone,
so that it may crush his [Fereydon’s] head at once,

rolling it, they threw it down from that mountain [top],
they were [already] deeming the sleeping one killed,

[but] by order of the gods the clamor of the stone
awakened the sleeping man.

Through magic he [Fereydon] bound the stone in its place,
And no further did that stone move.

Another example, which shows the prevalence of the theme of two evil brothers/
evildoers in the Iranian epic tradition is provided by the medieval (tenth/elev-
enth century CE) Persian variation on the Alexander romance, called the Darab
Name, penned by Abu Taher-e Tarsosi.™ In this Book of Darab—which refers to
the last Achaemenid king, Darius III, who, having been defeated by Alexander
the Great, was eventually murdered by his closest retinue—Darab’s murderers are
depicted as two brothers, called Mahyar and janosyar.

In the hope of preserving their status and finding riches, Mahyar and jandsyar
kill Darab, but Alexander, repenting his incitement to crime, turns into Darius’s

10 Ibid., 1:72-73, vv. 285-91.
11 See Gaillard, Alexandre le Grand en Iran, 9-17, 149.
12 Safa, Darab Name, 1:461.
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avenger. Eventually, the two evildoers are put to death in a manner reminiscent of
the punishment afflicted upon rebels by Achaemenid kings:

Pas Eskandar befarmiuid ta Mahyar o janosyar ra beyavardand o an har do haramzade ra bar
dar kardand o tir-baran saxtand o isan ra candan bar dar bemandand ke moryan o magasan
iSan ra bex'ardand. Ba‘d az an iSan ra be-x'ari bar zamin beyandaxtand.

Then Alexander ordered that Mahyar and janosyar be brought to his presence and these two
bastards were taken to the gallows, they showered them with arrows, and let them hang for
so long on the gallows that the birds and flies devoured them. Then, they abjectly threw
them on the ground.”

In the prose epic Samak-e ‘Ayyar, most likely put into writing in the second half of
the twelfth century, having been possibly transmitted orally for some time before
its redaction, we hear of the exploits of the young prince Xorsid (X'arsid) Sah, son
of the ruler of Aleppo, Marzban $ah, who is aided in his adventures by an ‘ayyar
called Samak.**

In the course of a hunting game, Xorsid Sah has a brief encounter with the
daughter to the ruler of Cin, Mah-pari, with whom he falls in love. He then sets
out to find her in the company of his trusted brother Farrox-rdz, and two “pala-
dins” (do pahlavan), called Aliyan and Aliyar, sent along by the king to watch
over the princes’ expedition.”® However, while crossing a particularly daunting
desert, still in search of Mah-pari, the paladins Aliyan and Aliyar, frustrated by
their subservience to a child and his whims, are seized by the demon of envy,
which eventually induces them to bring about the demise of the two princes:

Pas roy dar biyaban nahadand. Biyabani dar pis-e iSan amad ke pendasti ke hargez adami
[ra] dar an rah nabude ast bi ab o bi xaSak zamin-1 sade narm o jaygahi garm jaygah-e divan
o yolan-e sahmnak. Tarsande dar Cenin biyabant mi-raftand ta yek nime az biyaban beg-
zastand. Seytan-e hasad beyamad o gariban-e Aliyan o Aliyar begreft o asl-e bad dar nahad-e
iSan be-jos amad. Fe‘l-e bad o haram-zadegi dar kar award. Ba ham goftand Cera dar farma-e
kodaki basim. O ra qahr gardanim o in mal-e faravan bar-girim o x'ad farmande o padsah
basim. Dégar ba Farrox-roz ¢e konim. Ba ham masverat kardand ke har do ra bar bayad dast
ke laskar x'ad ba ma-and o har-ke dar ‘ahd-e ma nayayad 6 ra be-kosim. Har do bar-in ettefaq

13 Ibid.

14 On the Samak-e ‘Ayyar, its narrative genre, and aspects of orality, see Gaillard, “Samak-e
‘Ayyar”; Gaillard, Le livre de Samak-e ‘Ayyar; also Razavi, Faramarz, fils de Khodadad: Sa-
mak-e Ayyar, 7-10; and Natel-Khanlari, Samak-e ‘Ayyar: Ta‘lif-e Faramarz b. Xodadad b. ‘Ab-
dollah-al-Kateb al-Arjani, 1:v-xii.

15 For a synopsis of the story, see Gaillard, “Samak-e ‘Ayyar”; also Gaillard, Le livre de Samak-e
‘Ayyar, 55-83 (les articulations du texte); and Gaillard, “Samak-e ‘Ayyar et XorSid-§ah: Héros réel
et héros apparent,” 199-200.
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dadand o mi-saxtand ta Ce-gone iSan ra halak bayad kard. Bar an garar oftad ke iSan ra be
zahr halak konand.*

Then they entered the desert. They encountered a wasteland, which, one would think, a
human had never crossed: arid and barren, covered with soft sand, a torrid place, the den
of devils and terrifying demons. Fearful, they traversed this desert until they had covered
the better half of it. [Then,] the demon of envy appeared, seized their [Aliyan and Aliyar’s]
collar[s], and the root of evil arose in their mind. It prompted evil deeds and perversion [in
them]. They said to each other: “why shall we be at the command of a child? Let us subdue
him, take possession of this abundant wealth, and become commander([s] and king([s] our-
selves. But what to do with Farrox-r6z?” They consulted among themselves [and decided

that they ought to eliminate both, for ‘the army is with us, and whoever does not take side
with us, him we shall strike down.” Both agreed on this [plan of action], and were in agree-
ment as on how to put those [Xor$id Sah and Farrox-roz] to death. They decided on putting

them to death by means of poison.

Although they initially connived with a trusted servant of the two princes, the
steward Tamar-Tas, to assassinate them, however, while feigning to assent to
their plot, he eventually denounced Aliyan and Aliyar to his master, who put
them to death as common criminals:

Con be $arab x‘ardan masqil Sodand an har do pahlavan hazer dmadand ba xasagiyan o
Tamar-Tas istade bud o Sarab dar mi-dad o pahlevanan bar an omid ke Sahzade bekoSand o
Sahzade sar dar pés afkande o qavam bar mi-gereft. Agar ce imen bud yafel na-bid ta Sarab
dar i$an kar kard. Har dé pahlevanan esarat be yolam kardand. Sahzade bedid. Darii dar
qgadah-e Sarab afgand cenanke kasi nadid o dar nosanos amad. Béyamad o be Aliyan dad
Aliyan baz x'ard. Dar hal gqadah-e sarab dar kard o darui dar afgand o be Aliyar dad. Baz x'ard.
Pas Sarab dar dadan greft. Hanoz Sarab be Sahzade nareside bud ke har do béyoftadand.
Tamar-Tas xedmat kard o goft ey Sahzade doSmanan-e to hame hamcenin xar oftade bad. Ey
Sahzade [sar-e] i$an ra bar bayad dast ke doSman-and o doSman sar kofte beh basad. Pas
Sahzade bar Tamar-1as afrin kard. Pas ahval ba laskar be-goft. Hamegan ‘ajab dastand o bar
i$an nefrin mi-kardand. Pas $ahzade befarmud ta har dé ra sar az tan joda kardand."

When they began drinking wine, those two paladins appeared together with their favorites/
intimates, and Tamar-Tas was standing and serving wine. The champions were hopping to
kill the prince, who kept his head bent, albeit managing the events. And although he was
safe, he was not inattentive, until the time that the wine would take effect. The two cham-
pions made a sign to Tamar-Tas. The prince saw it. He [Tamar-Tas] cast the drug into the
goblet of wine, in a way no one saw, and served it. He came towards Aliyan and offered the
goblet of wine to him. Aliyan swallowed it [the wine]. At once he produced [another] goblet
of wine, placed therein the drug, and offered it to Aliyar. He swallowed it [the wine] down.

16 Natel-Khanlari, Samak-e ‘Ayyar, 1:18-19, 11. 30-33 and 1-7.
17 Ibid., 1:20, 11. 8-19.
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Then, he began to serve wine [to others]. He had not yet served the prince that the two
[Aliyan and Aliyar] collapsed. Tamar-Tas bowed and said: “o prince, may your foes all fall
that abjectly. O prince they should be beheaded, for they are enemies and a beheaded foe
is best.” Then, the prince praised Tamar-Tas, and revealed the matter to the army, the peers
were stupefied, and were cursing them. Then the prince ordered their heads to be taken off.

The (Two Evil) Brothers in Vis o0 Ramin

An intriguing variation on the theme of two evil brothers in the Iranian traditions
may be seen in the eleventh-century Persian verse romance attributed to Faxr
al-Din As‘ad Gorgani, Vis o Ramin, whose pre-Islamic substratum has been ade-
quately described in the scholarship.®

In the romance, which depicts the vicissitudes of a love triangle with two
brothers—the king of kings of Iran and T{iran and his younger brother, lord of
Xorasan, vying for the favors of the queen Vis—a complicated pattern regulates
the relationship of the three brothers: King Mobad Manikan, Zard, and Ramin.

The king of Marv, who is also called the sahansah, that is, overlord of Iran
and Taran (bar Iran o Tiaran Sahansahi, “you are king of kings of Iran and
Taran”?) is said to have two brothers. His (older) half-brother Zard (< Pth. zard?

18 For an essential discussion of the romance, see Minorsky, “Vis u Ramin: A Parthian Ro-
mance,” on the story pattern in particular, 745-53; also Minorsky, “Vis u Ramin: A Parthian
Romance (Conclusions)”; Minorsky, “Vis-u-Ramin (III)”; Minorsky, “Vis-u-Ramin (IV).” Also of
interest the remarks by Hedayat, “Cand nokte dar bdre-ye Vis o Ramin” [A Few Remarks on Vis
o Ramin], 381-413. More recently also Davis, “Vis o0 Ramin”; de Blois, Poetry of the Pre-Mongol
Period, 141-45; and de Blois “Pre-Islamic Iranian and Indian Influences on Persian Literature,”
342-43. For an excellent and close translation of the text (based on Minovi’s edition), see Massé,
Le roman de Wis et Ramin; for a recent English translation, see Davis, Vis & Ramin.

19 Todua and Gwakharia, Vis va Ramin of Fakhr al-Din Gorgani, 214, vv. 48-51 (hereafter TG):
Sabi madar bedo goft ey niyazi

Cera az ranj o andoh mi-godazi

Cenin yamgeén o darmande Cerayi

na bar iran o tiuran padsayi

na Sahan-e jahan bazat gozarand

del o dide be-framan-e to darand

jahan az Qayravan ta Cin dari

be har kami ke x'ahi kamgari

One night the mother told him: “o beloved

why are you melting away from pain and sorrow;

why are you thus sorrowful and forlorn,

aren’t you then the king of Iran and Taran,
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“old; infirm”?°) is his (evil) right arm, an accomplice in his romantic entangle-
ments, vizir and viceregent,?! but also one of the king’s foremost commanders (be
dargahas ze pésan-e sepdham, “at his court I am among the army’s leaders”).??

King Mobad’s younger brother Ramin, however, is the romance’s heroic
figure, to whom the king is an older brother, rival, and father figure. With each
of his brothers king Mobad forms a different couple: together with Zard they con-
stitute a duo of (evil) brethren; and with Ramin the hero, they form a couple that
remains, in spite of innumerable conflicts, infrangible, since the dynastic princi-
ple regulates its very core, with one (Ramin) bound to succeed another, as long as
Mobad remains bereft of an offspring.

Intriguing is the name/title of the king of Marv, that is, Mobed (< *magu-pati-,
“[chief] magus, priest,”) which possibly was used in order to cast doubt upon
the legitimacy of the king’s rule.” This tendency is further observed in the occa-
sional use of the title dastiir, “(priestly) scribe.” Strikingly, the king’s manhood is
also being questioned (mardat mi-nadarand) in the romance**—thus for example
after Zard’s return from the kingdom of Mah (Media), reporting to his king on
the prevailing opinions on him (and his virility) at the Median court. Questioned
also were—still according to Zard—the king’s rectitude or benevolence, for he
was either called a mobad-e dro, “magus-liar,” or mobad-e diir and mobad-e
ziir, depending on how the final word of the hemistich is to be read, whether as
s (dro), “lie,” or alternatively Ls» (dur), “far-away,” and _s) (zuir), “violence;
force.”” If the lesson s, were to be retained—representing a Middle Persian

are the kings of the world not bearers of tribute to you,

are their hearts and eyes not fixed on you;

you rule over the world from Kairouan to China,

whatever you desire you may fulfill.”

20 See Durkin-Meisterernst, Dictionary of Manichaean Middle Persian and Parthian, 384: “infirm
(from old age).”

21 TG 34, v. 28: ¢0 Zard an razdar-e Sah-e kesvarf/mar-6 ra ham vazir o ham baradar (“like Zard,
the confidant of the king of the land[s], both his vizir and brother”).

22 Seein particular TG 56, vv. 87-92; also Minorsky, “Vis u Ramin: A Parthian Romance,” 753-54.
23 See also Minorsky “Vis u Ramin: A Parthian Romance,” 753-54.

24 On the association of magi with eunuchs, see Shayegan, Aspects of History and Epic in An-
cient Iran, 12n11.

25 TG 61, v. 173, and RoSan, Vis o Ramin, 60, v. 48 read _s3; Minovi, Vis and Ramin, 55, v. 45, fa-
vors s, that is, mobad-e ziir, “the oppressive Mobad,” all in an attempt to rhyme it with dastir.
It is not immediately clear to me what the meaning of mobad-e diir is, possibly “the far-away
Mobad,” whose rule is felt lightly? The alternate lessons, be it mobad-e diir, or be it mobad-e
zur, appear to be endeavors to make sense of the formula, or/and to accommodate the rhyme.
The Georgian version of Vis o Ramin, that is, Visramiani, does not permit to decide on the choice



36 —— Partl: Classical Persian Literature and Philology

archaism dré—one ought to presume that mobad-e *dro may have been the reflex
of an older inherited formula, of which we find traces in the Bisotun inscription:2®

tora na-ze Sahryaran miSmarand
grohi x*ad be mardat mi-nadarand
grohi mobadat x'anand o dastir
€0 x*anandat grohi mobad-e *dré™

They do not consider you from among the princes,
some do not even deem you to be a man;

some do call you a magus and scribe,

as others do call you a magus-liar.

Occasionally, King Mobad’s association with sorcery and dark forces is men-
tioned. Following the first undecided battle between Viro—Vis’s brother and
(first) betrothed—and King Mobad, the former makes a speech to his champions
aimed at rallying them for one final confrontation with the king of kings, whom
Vir6 calls a sorcerer (mobad-e jadu):

Soma az bamdadan ta be akniin
basti jang-avari kardid o afsiin
haniiz in peykar-e varon be payast
haniiz in mobad-e jadii be jayast*®

From dawn to the present, you

have battled much and have done wonders,
[but] still this crooked figure is afoot,

still this magus-sorcerer is (looming) at large.

Yet in another passage, that is, in the context of Vis conveying her (second) refusal
to the advances of the king of kings (through the intermediary of an herald), the
latter is once more accused of witchcraft (jadiy ostad basi):

of the right word in this context: “Some insult you by calling you ‘rotten,” some speak of you as
‘Moabad who was’”; see Wardrop, Visramiani, 21. On the Visramiani, still Wardrop, “The Geor-
gian Version of the Loves of Vis and Ramin”; and more recently Giunashvili, “Visramiani.”

26 So for example in the passages: aiva martiya magu$ aha Gaumata nama ... Hauv karahaya
avaba [aldurujiya (“One man, a magus, named Bardiya ... he thus lied to the people”). See
Schmitt, The Bisitun Inscriptions of Darius the Great, 1.36-39.

27 TG 61, vv. 172-73.

28 TG 70, vv. 67-68.
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nagar ta to napandari ke hargez
mara zende bezir ari az-in dez
va ya hargez to az man sad basi
va-gar Ce jaduly ostad basr®

Be mindful not to think that you ever

shall force me to descend alive from this fortress,
or that you ever shall take pleasure in me,

even though you are master in witchcraft.

On another occasion, it is Vis’s nursemaid who calls the king of Marv a demon-sor-
cerer (div-e jadii). Indeed, the nursemaid,? in response to Vis’s pleas to render
King Mobed impotent—as well as reproaching the nurse of duplicity—replies to
her in following terms:

do casm-e daye bar vey mande xire
jahan bar har do ¢asmas gast tire
bedo goft ey ¢aray o casSm-e daye
nabinam ba to dad az héc maye
siyah-del gasti az ranj azmodan
siyahi az *siyah® natvan zediidan
sepah-e div-e jadu bar to rah yaft
to-ra az rah-e dad o mehr bar taft*

With her two eyes the nursemaid gazed at her,

and the world grew dark in front of her two eyes.

To her she said: "o your nurse’s eyelight,’

I don’t see any measure of justice in you,

you have turned black-hearted from suffering,

one may not wipe clean the blackedness from the black.
The army of the demon-sorcerer has found its way to you,
and has diverted you from the path of justice and love.

Thus, themes that most persistently define the king of Marv—beyond his being a
magus—are his falsehood and association with witchcraft and demons, as he is
indiscriminately called: mobad-e dro, “magus-liar”; mobad-e jadii, “magus-sor-

29 TG 76, vv. 12-13.

30 On the importance of the nursemaid, see Milani “The Mediatory Guile of the Nanny in Persian
Romance,” in particular (pertaining to Vis o Ramin), 185-86, and 193-94.

31 The Paris manuscript reads siyah, whereas TG 110, v. 27, and RoSan, Vis o Ramin, 93, v. 27,
have chosen the lesson with Sabah.

32 TG 110, vv. 25-28.
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cerer”; jadily ostad, “master of sorcery/witchcraft”; and div-e jadii, “demon-sor-
cerer.”

Numerous parallels exist between the depiction of King Mobad as a sorcerer
and liar and other literary (and historical figures), whose reigns are rejected as
wicked. A case in point is the story of Zahak’s evil-rule in the Sahname. Here the
deeds of the wise (kardar-e farzanegan), virtue (honar), and goodness (niki) are
contrasted with the (foul) design of madmen (kam-e divanegan), sorcery (jadiiyi),
and wrong and evil (badi) at the devils’ hands (bar badi dast-e dévan deraz),
which the following passage illustrates:

C0 zahhak bar taxt Sod Sahriyar
baré saliyan anjoman Sod hazar
sarasar zamane bedo gast baz
bar-amad barin rozgari deraz
nehan gast kardar-e frazanegan
parakande Sod kam-e divanegan
honar x"ar Sod jaduyt arjomand
Sode bar badi dast-e dévan deraz
be niki nabidi saxon joz raz*

When Zahak became master of the (royal) throne,
he ruled for a thousand years,

the whole world lay open to him,

he was granted a long age,

the deeds of the wise were eclipsed,

(and) madmen’s desire became widespread,
virtue was despised, and sorcery held dear,

absent (was) rectitude, manifest the wrong,
the devils reached for evil,
there was no word of goodness, unless in secret.

The selfsame ideas may also be found in Darius’s Bisotun inscription, when
describing the emergence of lie and evil after the usurpation of Gaumata. Indeed,
lie (drauga-) and disloyalty (arika-) are reported to have arisen following the
alleged assassination of Bardiya at the hand of his brother Cambyses, but evil
reached its climax with the seizure of power by Gaumata, who lied (adurujiya-)
to the people:

Kambujiya nama Kuraus$ puca amaxam taumdya haluv] [parluvamida xsaya6iya aha. Avahaya
Kambujiyahaya brat|a Bardilya nama aha hamata hamapita Kabujiyahaya. Pasava Ka™b|u-

33 Khaleghi-Motlagh, Sahname, 1:55, vv. 1-5.
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jiya] avam Bardiyam avaja ya6a Kabujiya Bardiyam avaja karahayla naiy] azda abava taya
Bardiya avajata. Pasava Ka™bijiya Mudrayam [aSiyav]a. YaOa Ka™bujiya Mudrayam asSiyava
pasava kara arika abava [uta] drauga dahayauva vasiy abava uta Parsaiy uta Madaiy ut|a

alniyauva dahayusuva ... Pa[sava) aiva martiya magus$ aha Gaumata nama hauv udapatata
haca Paisilyaluvada Arakadris nama kaufa haca avadasa Viyaxanahaya malhlaya XIV rau-
cabis akata aha yadiy udapatata. Hauv karahaya ava6a [a]durujiva adam Bardiya amiy
haya Kuraus puca Ka"bujiyahaya brlalta.>*

The son of Cyrus, Cambyses by name, of our family, was formerly king here. That Camby-
ses had a brother, Bardiya by name, of the same father and the same mother as Camby-
ses. Afterwards, Cambyses killed that Bardiya, when Cambyses killed Bardiya, it did not
become known to the people that Bardiya was killed. When Cambyses went to Egypt, then
the people became disloyal and the lie became great, in Persis, as well as Media and the
other countries ... Thereafter, there was one man, a magus, Gaumata by name, he rose up
from PaiSiyauvada, a mountain by name of Arakadri, from there, of the month of Viyaxna 14
days were past, when he rose up. He lied to the people thus: “I am Bardiya, son of Cyrus,
brother of Cambyses.”

In another passage of the Bisotun inscription, Darius exhorts his successor to
shield himself from the (effects of) lie (drauga-), and to combat sternly the liar
(draujana-):

Oatiy darayava'us xsayabiya tuvam ka x[Sayabiya halya aparam ahay haca drauga darsam
patipaya"uva martliya haya drauljana ahatiy avam "ufrastam parsa yadiy avaa manli-
yahay] dahayausmaiy duruva ahatiy®

Said Darius the king: you who shall be king afterward, protect yourself much from the lie,
and the man who shall be a liar, him punish well when you thus think to yourself: “may
my country be safe.”

And:

Tuvam ka x$ayaBiya haya aparam ahay martilya] halya] draujana ahatiy hayava [zalra"kara
ahatiy avaiy ma dausta [bilya "ufrastadis parsa*®

You who shall be king afterward, the man [who] shall be a follower of lie, or who shall be a
wrong-doer, to them you may not be a friend, punish them well.

34 Schmitt, The Bisitun Inscriptions of Darius the Great, 1.28-40.
35 Ibid., 4.36-40.
36 Schmitt, The Bisitun Inscriptions of Darius the Great, 4.67-69.



40 — Partl: Classical Persian Literature and Philology

Thus, the depiction of King Mobad’s rule seems to be perfectly in line with those
of other evil rulers in the Iranian literary tradition, and, intriguingly, Vis o Ramin
seems to represent the only other literary instance—aside from the Bisotun inscrip-
tion and its depiction of Gaumata as a magus—wherein the king/ruler is qualified
as a magian unfit to rule.

Another interesting aspect of King Mobad’s rule is the hitherto unresolved
issue of his titulature. Mobad’s patronymic name is said to be Manikan, which
may have derived from *manig (< *manya-ka-), that is, he “who has authority,”
possibly another title for the king, made into a patronymic (in -an), or alterna-
tively the title of Mobad’s (claimed) ancestor. It is only attested once in the entire
romance, when the king moves against the kingdom of Mah, where Viro6 is receiv-
ing on the occasion of his marriage with his sister a number of guests, all called
lords and grandees (mehtar gozinan o mehan ¢and):

¢o gastand agah az Mobad-e Manikan
ke laskar rand x'ahad soy-e iSan
be name har yeki laskar be x’andand®®

Upon being informed that Mobad, [the] Manikean [son of Manik
will be driving his forces towards them [the grandees],
in writing, each summoned (his) army.

If the title/patronymic Manikan were to be read as one “who is bestowed with
authority,” then it would contrast with the king’s name and title, Mobad and
dastiir, which hint at his ineptitude to assume rulership. It is not facile a task to
reconcile these divergent names and titles with one and the same person; their
contradictory nature may indicate that different functions were amalgamated for
one actor. Here, the striking parallelism between the king of Marv and his name
and title/patronymic—Mobad “magus”; dastiir “who has (religious) authority”;
and Manik(an) “(son of one) with (political) authority”—with the names and
titles ascribed to the magus Gaumata in the accounts of Herodotus and Justin are
worthy of attention.

We may recall that the role of the usurper Gaumata in Bisotun is assumed by
two magian brothers in Herodotus and Justin, both being usurpers of Cambyses’s
throne.

37 On the possible meaning of *mania-(ka-), “who has authority,” see Benveniste, Titres et
noms propres en Iranien ancien, 77 and 87; and Tavernier, Iranica in the Achaemenid Period, 240,
no. 4.2.1049. Compare also Minorsky, “Vis u Ramin: A Parthian Romance (Conclusions),” 28, 31.
38 TG 65, vv. 7-8.
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In Herodotus, one magian brother, called Patizeithés, is depicted as the
driving force in the plot, and was reportedly Cambyses’s “head of the royal
household” (T@v oikiwv peAedwvdg);* whereas the other, a certain Smerdis, Pati-
zeithés’s brother and partner in crime, although subordinate to him, imperson-
ated the real prince Bardiya. In Justin, the functional division among the brothers
is identical with the one prevailing in Herodotus’s narrative, only the names of
the magi differ: the magian mastermind is called Cometes, and his brother, the
substitute, Oropastes.*°

This division is not without similarity with the duo Mobad and Zard in Vis o
Ramin. Mobad corresponds to the Herodotean Patizeithés, and Zard to the subser-
vient Smerdis. It is true that there is no substitution plot at work in Vis o Ramin,*
but this is also not the point for the purposes of the present study, but rather the
concept of the two (evil) brothers, which is well represented in the traditions cap-
tured by Herodotus and Justin.

What is more, as we have demonstrated elsewhere, the name of Patizeithés in
Herodotus most likely signifies “viceroy” and corresponds to the reported func-
tion of the magus being “steward of the royal household.” In the same vein, the
name of the subordinate magus in Justin is Oropastes, which is a religious epithet
meaning “with Ahura (Mazda)’s support.”*

Although in Herodotus’s account, the political title “viceroy” serves as name
to one magus, namely, the mastermind, and in the narrative of Justin the religious
epithet “with Ahura’s support” is attributed to another, this one being the sub-
ordinate magus, in Vis o Ramin, Mobad is bestowed with both the political and
religious titles: manik(an) and dastir, as the following table illustrates:

39 Herodotus 3.61.

40 For a discussion of the magi’s functions and titles, see Shayegan, Aspects of History and Epic
in Ancient Iran, 27-33.

41 For a brilliant discussion on the substitution plot in the Bisotun inscription and the Cyrus
Cylinder, see Nagy, “The Idea of an Archetype in Texts Stemming from the Empire Founded by
Cyrus the Great.”

42 The name of Patizeithés < *pati-xSayafiya-, “viceroy,” as well as the magus’s reported func-
tion as the “steward of the royal household” in Herodotus must have originally belonged to Cam-
byses’s brother, Bardiya. The title and functions of Prince Bardiya seem to have been amalgam-
ated in later traditions and erroneously attributed to the magus who in Herodotus corresponds
to the personage of Gaumata. See Shayegan, Aspects of History and Epic in Ancient Iran, 27-33;
compare also more recently Pirart, “Le Mazdéisme politique de Darius I¢,” 144-45, 147; Werba,
The Title of the Achaemenid ‘King’: Etymology, Formation and Meaning of Old Persian xSaya0i-
ya-,” 274-75, and Schmitt, Iranische Personennamen in der griechischen Literatur, 298-99.
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Vis 0 Ramin Herodotus Justin

Mobad — Zard Patizeithés — Smerdis Cometes — Oropastes
Mobad’s political title: magus’s Political title:  magus’s religious title:
manik(an) *pati-xSayabiya- *ahura-upasta-

“(son of one) with (political)  “viceroy?” “with Ahura’s
authority” support”

Mobad’s religious title:
dastur
“who has (religious) authority”

Thus, although in Vis o Ramin the function of the two (evil) brothers is well
attested, the distribution of the political and religious titles, which originally
were divided among the two brothers, are amalgamated in one person, that is,
King Mobad.

However, another relationship exists, this one regulating the interactions
between Mobad and his younger brother Ramin, who is both rival and heir to the
king. In a number of letters addressed to the two brothers, their mother seeks to
reconcile them, and dissuade Mobad from killing Ramin. Since the latter’s illicit
relationship with the king’s bride Vis has been the cause of much grief to Mobad,
he is being vigorously reminded by their mother that Ramin remained the king’s
most trusted champion (6 bovad post o panah-at), and the only one to ensure the
royal line:

javab-as dad madar goft hargez

do dast-e x'ad na-borrad héc gorbez
mako$ 0-ra ke 0 hast-at baradar
to-ra ¢on o baradar nést déegar

na dar razmat bovad ambaz o yavar
na dar bazmat bovad x'arséd-e anvar
€0 bé Ramin Savi bé kas bemani

na xus basad(a)t bé 6 zendagani

¢o bensini nabasad hamnesin-at
haman ambaz o post-e rastin-at
to-ra izad nadadast &c frazand

ke rozi bar jahan basad xodavand
beman ta ko bovad post o panah-at
be dast-e 6 bemanad jaygah-at*

43 TG 189-90, vv. 16-22.
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The mother responded to him [Mobad], saying that: never
shall a wise man cut his own two hands.

Don’t kill him [Ramin], for he is your brother,

and you don’t have another one like him,

[and won’t have] a companion and aide in your battles,
or a luminous sun at your banquets.

Deprived of Ramin, you shall remain without kin,

you shan’t enjoy life without him.

When seated, you shan’t have a companion,

the selfsame associate and true pillar of yours.

The gods haven’t granted you [0 Mobad] an offspring,
who shall rule over the world one day;

let him be, so he be a pillar and refuge to you,

and by his hands your throne be preserved.

Thus, returning once more to the story of Gaumata’s usurpation, we may observe
that the relationship between Cambyses and his younger brother Bardiya offers
some parallels with Mobad’s conflicted relation with Ramin.

As we have seen above, the Bisotun inscription clearly states that Bardiya
was of the same father and mother as Cambyses (hamata hamapita Ka™bi-
jiyahaya), very much like Mobad and Ramin who, as opposed to Zard born to
another mother, are form the same womb (be-ham biuidand az-in pakize madar),
and selfsame parents (ba man ham az yek mam o bab-ast “he is of the same father
and mother as I””). These themes are clearly expressed in the following verses:

ze-Rey Ramin be-madar name-i kard
ze $adi jan-e o ra jame-i kard

koja Ramin o $ah har do baradar
be-ham budand az-in pakize madar
va-z-iSan Zard ra madar degar bud
Senidastam ke 6 Hendui gohar bud**

From the city of Rey Ramin wrote a letter to his mother,
which clad her life with joy,

for Ramin and the king were brothers, both

extracted from the selfsame pure mother,

and Zard was from another mother than theirs

a woman of Indian origin, as I have heard.

44 TG 211, vv. 4-6.
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And again:

har angahi ke bar dargah basam

ze bimas goy1 andar ¢ah basam

na Carxast o na mah o aftab-ast

koja ba man ham az yek mam o bab-ast*

whenever [ am at court,

out of fearing him [Mobad], one would say I am in a pit,

he is neither the firmament, nor the moon, nor is he the sun,
for he is of the same father and mother as .

Furthermore, Xenophon reports that, although Cyrus entrusted his empire to
Cambyses, Bardiya (called Tanaoxarés in the Cyropaedia) was also given ruler-
ship over numerous lands: coi 8 & Tavao&dpn catpdmny eivar Sidwpt MAdwv
Te kol Appeviwv kai Tpitwv Kadovsiwv (“to you, o Tanaoxarés, I [Cyrus] grant
[the right] of being satrap over the Medes, Armenians, and in the third place, the
Cadusians”).*¢ This might have been an indication of Bardiya’s position as heir
apparent to Cambyses (who on all accounts was without child).

Again, Ramin is described both as a brother and son of Mobad (baradar
biid Mobad ra o frazand, “he was both brother and son to Mobad”),”” proba-
bly to accentuate his status as heir to the king of kings, while he is also shown
to be a potentate in his own right, called in the same verse the (petty) king of
Media (valikan Mah ra $ah o xodavand, “but [at the same time] he [was] king and
lord of Mah [= Media]).*® Thus, both Bardiya and Ramin are depicted as rulers
over extended territories, especially Media—satrap of the Medes, Armenians,
and the Cadusians in Xenophon (catpanmg MRdwv Te kal Appeviwv kai Tpitwv
Kadovoiwv), and king and lord of Media (Mah ra $ah o xodavand) in Vis o Ramin.

According to a different tradition, this one reported by Ctesias, Bardiya
(called Tanyoxarkés in Ctesias) was appointed lord (8eomdTng) over eastern satra-
pies, such as Bactria, Chorasmia, Parthia, and Carmania.* Intriguingly, Ramin
holds the position of commander (spahbod),*® as well as of margrave (marzban)

45 TG 211-12, vv. 9-10.

46 Xenophon Cyropaedia 8.7.11. Text follows edition by Bizos, Xenophon: Cyropédie.

47 TG 116, v. 51

48 Thid. See also Minorsky, “Vis u Ramin: A Parthian Romance (Conclusions),” 20-21.

49 Ctesias F9.8. Text follows edition by Lenfant, Ctésias de Cnide: La Perse, I'Inde, autres frag-
ments.

50 TG 217, v. 103; see also Minorsky “Vis u Ramin: A Parthian Romance (Conclusions),” 21.
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and king (padsa) of the eastern province of Xorasan. In a conciliatory letter sent
by Ramin’s mother to her son, we read:

ke az béganagi sudi nayari

o garce maye-ye besiyar dart

Co dari dar Xorasan marzbani
Cera joy1 degar ja érmani
xorasanti ke ¢on xorram behest-ast
to rd izad ze xak-e 6 serest-ast
to-ra dad-ast bar-6y padsayi

Cerd joyl hami az-oy jodayr*

[0 Ramin] you don’t gain from drifting away,

and although you are full of promise,

as long as you hold the office of the margrave in Xorasan,
why should you be a humble guest elsewhere.

Xorasan is like a clement paradise,

from its soil God has fashioned you forth,

and has granted you rulership thereof:

why do you seek to part from it?

In Plutarch’s account of Cambyses, the sentiment is expressed that with Camby-
ses’s fratricide the house of Cyrus had de facto died out, and the empire passed
into Darius’s hands, implicitly signaling that Bardiya would have become succes-
sor to his brother, had he not been killed by him beforehand:

0Bev EEeneoe TR Kopou Sladoyiig 1 dpxr TeAevTrioavtog avtod kol TO Aapeiov yévog
£Baoilevoev vBpog ol pévov SeA@oig AAG Kol PIAOLG EMIOTAUEVOV KOWWVETY TPAYRATWY
kal Suvapews.*

This is why, following his [Cambyses’s] death, the empire was taken from Cyrus’s succes-
sors, and Darius’s family—the family of a man who knew how to share power and govern in
community not only with his brethren, but also with his friends—ruled.

The very expectation of one brother succeeding to another is given voice through-
out Vis o Ramin. We have seen in the letter addressed to Mobad, how Ramin’s
eventual succession has been floated into the king’s mind (r6zt bar jahan basad
xodavand, “he [Ramin] shall rule over the world one day”; be dast-e 6 bemanad

51 TG 217, vv. 106-9.
52 Plutarch Moralia 490 A. Text follows edition by Flaceliére et alii, Plutarque: (Euvres morales.
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jaygah-at, “by his hands your throne shall be preserved”).”* More interesting,
however, are Ramin’s own pronouncements to that effect: he is desirous to inherit
Mobad’s throne in due time (hami gardam be géhan ta bedan gah || ke gardad
jaygah-e sah bé sah), but, should this moment prove too distant, he would be
coveting the succession by force (man ke gerd aram spahi || frod avaram mar-6 ra
az sar-e taxt || neSinam ... bar taxt):

hami gardam be géhan ta bedan gah
ke gardad jaygah-e Sah bé Sah

Co taxt-e Mobad az-6y baz manad
mara x'ad baxt bar taxt-as neSanad
na 6 ra jan be kohi baz bast-ast

o0 ya dar ceSme-ye heyvan besost-ast
o gar zin pas bemanad ¢and gahi
be jan man ke gerd aram spaht

frod avaram mar-o ra az sar-e taxt
nesinam ba delaramam bar taxt.>*

I shall wander off in the world, until that time

when the king’s abode will become without king;
when the throne of Mobad is bereft of him,

then fortune itself shall seat me upon it,

[as] neither is his [Mobad’s] life bound to a mountain,
nor did he bathe in the fountain of youth.

And if hereafter he were to stay longer

alive/upon my life, then I would raise an army
overthrow him from the throne,

and sit together with my beloved upon it.

By Way of Conclusion

Our comparison of some of the core themes of Vis o Ramin with the narrative
structure of the Bisotun inscription, the accounts of classical authors on that very
episode—which are partially derived from Iranian oral transmissions—as well as
early New Persian popular writings, has identified a number of parallels, which
may be accounted for by the presence and productivity of Iranian oral (epic) tra-
ditions.

53 TG 190, vv. 21-22.
54 TG 212-13, vv. 30-35.
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Despite the Parthian setting of Vis o0 Ramin,*® some of the core story patterns
of the romance may have been impacted by themes (and mythologems) originat-
ing from the Persis that may have—due to the prestige of the Bisotun inscription,
and its oral renditions,*® which eventually spilt over into Iranian oral traditions—
become canonical; so for example the theme of the two (evil) brothers, which is,
as we did explore, well attested in our romance.
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discussed in Shayegan Aspects of History and Epic in Ancient Iran, 93-106.
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Elaheh Kheirandish
Astronomical Poems from the
“Four Corners” of Persia (c. 1000-1500 CE)*

Early astronomical poems were not limited to the “four corners” of Persia or to
those written in Persian.? Furthermore, the poems presently selected are but a
small sample from a larger set scattered in Medieval Persian poetry.> Represent-
ing a specific historical period (from the fifth/eleventh to the ninth/fifteenth cen-
turies) and geographical area (from the northeast and northwest to the south-
east and southwest of Greater Persia), these selections rather aim at highlighting
the breadth and depth of knowledge that go beyond astronomy and astrology,
extending to related areas within early sciences and crafts (‘ilm and sina‘a), from
natural philosophy (tabi‘iyyat) to mysticism (‘irfan).* From the standpoint of the
present volume, they also capture a mere drop in the oceanic range of knowledge
of the scholar in whose honor the present volume is being published; a scholar
who has pushed the boundaries of knowledge in Persian and Arabic philology
and in disciplinary content from literature and history to philosophy and theol-
ogy. Among his many and diverse works is a book devoted to Sana’i Ghaznavi’s
Hadigat al-Hagqiqat (c. sixth/twelfth century),® from which an astronomical poem
is included here, excerpted from a longer version elsewhere.® That particular

1 All date conversions are based on Jere L.Bacharach, A Near East Studies Handbook (Seattle:
University of Washington Press, 1976).

2 Poems on astronomy and/or astrology include one in Arabic attributed to Fazari (fl. probably
third/ninth century in Baghdad) called Qasida fi ‘Iim (or Hay’at) al-Nujiim (Qasida on the Science
[or Configuration] of the Stars). On the works of Fazari see David Pingree, “The Fragments of the
Works of al-Fazari,” Journal of Near Eastern Studies 29 (1970): 103-123; on Fazari and Sanskrit
technical treatises in [metrical] verse before Fazari, see Kim Plofker, “Fazari: Muhammad ibn
Ibrahim al-Fazari,” in The Biographical Encyclopedia of Astronomers, ed. Thomas Hockey et al.
(New York: Springer, 2007), 362—63.

3 Edward G.Browne, A Literary History of Persia, 4 vols. (1902-6; reprint, Bethesda, MD: Iran-
books, 1997); C. A. Storey, Persian Literature: A Bio-bibliographical Survey (London: Luzac, 1927-);
and see Wheeler M. Thackston, A Millennium of Classical Persian Poetry: A Guide to the Reading
and Understanding of Persian Poetry from the Tenth to the Twentieth Century (Bethesda, MD: Ibex,
2000).

4 Related areas within early science and craft include practical geometry (a‘mal al-handasa)
and war instruments (alat al-huritb), and within natural philosophy and mysticism they include
mechanical devices (hiyal) and prophetic ascension (mi‘raj).

5 Ahmad Mahdavi Damghani, Dar Bagh-i Rawshand’i: Guzidah-i Hadigat al-Haqiqat va-Shari‘at
al-Tarigat-i Sana’t Ghaznavi, Abii al-Majd Majdiid ibn Adam (Tehran: Sukhan, 1375/1996).

6 Ahmad Ranjbar, Chand Mi‘rajnamah (Tehran: Amir Kabir, 1364/1985), 11-16.
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poem fits within the genre of “prophetic ascension” (mi‘raj) and sits at the center
of a group of seven other poems selected in this essay that are rather evenly
distant from it in both time and place.

In the selection of “astronomical” poems that follow, the characterization,
“astronomical,” goes far beyond the mere inclusion of such common expressions
as the “heavens” (aflak), the “sky” (asman), or “the stars” (kawakib).” It should
also be added that these poems are not merely selected from a much larger set of
poems with astronomical content.? These poems include content that correspond
to concepts and expressions within early astronomical and related traditions that
raise specific, and often unexplored, historical questions. The first selection is
from the Shahnamah of Firdawsi (northern Persia, after c. 1000), a work with a
preface featuring the world’s “four corners” and “seven portions,”® as well as
unique conceptual expressions immersed in astronomical traditions. The selec-
tions close with the Kulliyyat of Shah Ni‘matullah Vali (southern Persia, before
¢.1500), where astronomical concepts like the “seven heavens” and “twelve
constellations” find their own evolving expressions and extensions.'® The dis-
ciplinary, conceptual, and terminological overlaps and distinctions are repre-
sented in these selections in order to highlight some of the largely understudied
historical meanings and contexts.

The first two selections are from fifth-/eleventh-century northern Persia, rep-
resenting traditional elements within early science and craft, and early practices

7 Asadollah Kheirandish, Yik Bayt az Hizaran (Tehran: Simin Publications, 1377/1998), 197; Parviz
Varjavand, Kavush-i Rasadkhanah-i Maraghah (Tehran: Amir Kabir, 1366/1987), 451-53.

8 Examples include Persian astrological prognostications in verse (Ikhtiyarat-i Manzim):
Gulchin Ma‘ani, A Catalogue of Manuscripts in Astan-i Quds Library, 8 (Mashhad, 1350/1971),
14-17; and for works on—or manuscripts of—zodiac constellations (many including illustrations)
see Seyyed Hossein Nasr, and Roland Michaud, Islamic Science: An Illustrated Study (Kent, Eng-
land: Westerham Press, 1976), 100-103.

9 “Everywhere there was the resting place of the people, in the four corners of the world, from
end to end, this earth they divided, and made into seven portions ...” (Har kuja aramgah-i mar-
duman buidh bi chahar siiy-i jahdn az karan ta karan in zamin ra bibakhshidand va bi haft bahr
kardand ...) [Muhammad Qazvini, Bist Magalah, 2 vols. (Tehran: Adab, 1332/1953), 2:42; see fur-
ther Touraj Daryaee, “Mind, Body, and the Cosmos: Chess and Backgammon in Ancient Persia,”
Iranian Studies 35, no. 4 (2004): 290-291, and 35n, where valuable information regarding the
ancient notions of the “four corners of the world” is provided.

10 Alain Richard, “L’astronomie et I’astrologie dans la poésie persane,” Lugman: Annales des
Presses Universitaires d’Iran Revue semestrielle 20, no. 1 (2003-4): 81-101. Richard includes the
Persian original of the Shah Ni‘matullah Vali selection; biographical and bio-bibliographical
information related to the cited authors and works are based on their respective entries in Ency-
clopaedia of Islam, (EP), Encyclopadia Iranica (EIr), and Biographical Encyclopedia of Astrono-
mers (BEA).
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in astronomy and astrology. The third and fourth selections are from the sixth/
twelfth century, outlining poetry versified in the northwest to the southeast of
Persia. They add philosophical and mystical dimensions to the historical dimen-
sion of these astronomical poems and highlight some of the continuities in the
tradition of these poems. The fifth and sixth selections are from the seventh/thir-
teenth century, covering some other parts of northern Persia, and speak to the
intellectual and literary elements that signify some historical discontinuities. The
seventh and eighth selections are from eighth-ninth/fourteenth-fifteenth centu-
ries, from southwest Persia. Together, they broaden the historical domain of cos-
mology at large through a microscopic look from the sky above to the earth below.

Selection |

The first and earliest of the selections is from the Shahnamah (Book of Kings) of
Firdawsi Tasi (composed c. 401/1010), selected from among a number of compa-
rable poems that reflect various activities in sciences and crafts up to Firdawsi’s
time (Appendix: I). The prevalent, and one might say central, subject of the poem
is early practices in astronomy and astrology: subjects that while not particu-
larly central to the Shahndamah as a whole are still prominent in it.!* The poem in
question is from one of the closing sections of the Shahnamah, which betells of a
period right before the Islamic conquest of the Persian Empire. Earlier practices
such as astronomical classifications and calculations can be seen to have been
made distinct from astrological classifications and prognostications in this poem.
The poem discusses such practices as “recording of the sky” (shumar-i sipihr), and
“catching of the stars” (akhtar girift[an]). The former terminology implies record-
ing numbers and positions of heavenly bodies for purposes of identification, and
the latter, for ‘catching’ their signs for predictions. An astrolabe, here uncom-
monly alluded to as “sullab” (for usturlab), is placed in the hands of a so-called
star-reckoner (sitarah-shimur). Associated with a period just before the Arab con-
quest of Persia, we come across a certain “Rustam” serving the last Sassanid King
(Yazdgird III) as the head of the Persian army. The narrative finds its stage in this

11 The Shahnamah of Firdawsi has been the subject of a good number of recent studies: the
multi-volume Shahnama Studies, ed. Charles Melville (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2006-); Charles Melville, “The Shahnameh in Historical Context,” in Epic of the Persian Kings:
The Art of Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, ed. Barbara Brend and Charles Melville (London: 1. B. Tauris,
2010); The astronomical content of the Shahnamah is limited to occasional references to some
verses as in the work by Varjavand (Varjavand, Kavush-i Rasadkhanah-i Maraghah, 452).
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Rustam’s (not Rustam father of Suhrab) letter to his brother, where we see the
elements of gada u qadar (fate and destiny) are particularly highlighted.
“Rustam’s Letter to His Brother” (Namah-i Rustam bar Baradar-i Khudh)
(Appendix: I), identifies the main subject as Rustam “son of Hurmazd” (Pur
Hurmazd).* The versified letter contains references to the wandering and fixed
stars, and to the significations of astrological houses and constellations, with
references to one of the most fateful battles of the period: the battle of “Qadisi”
(Qadisiyya). The wandering stars are referred to in their Persian nomenclature:
“Aftab” (Sun), “Bahram” (Mars), “Zuhrah” (Venus), “Tir” (Mercury), and “Kayvan”
(Saturn). The Arabic terminology—“Shams,” “Mirrikh,” “Nahid,” “‘Atarud,” and
“Zuhal”—seems quite intentionally avoided. As for the fixed stars, they are limited
to the constellation Gemini, again referred to with its Persian “Du Paykar,” rather
than the Arabic “Jawza.” The astrological section of the poem follows with the
appearance of Mercury (‘Atarud) in the constellation Gemini (Burj-i Du Paykar),
while Mercury itself (this time, as Persian Tir) faces Saturn (Kayvan). This, in com-
bination with the Sun (Aftab), which is “looking down from the fourth [house]” (zi
charum hami bingarad Aftab), is then deemed as the “doomsday” (riiz-i bald): the
day of “defeat at the hands of the Arabs” (shikast az taziyan) in the battle of Qadi-
siyya. This event, which actually happened in the year 15/636, is predicted by the
author of the letter where he says the “stars won’t turn toward anything but loss”
(sitarah nagardad magar bar ziyan). Later verses of the poem describe such a dev-
astating loss as a “slanted turn of the compass [of fate]” (gardish-i kazh-i pargar).
This reference to a turn in fate, in such a language, further extends the lexicon of
the poem from the strictly astronomical and astrological to other nuanced areas.
“Pargar” (compass), a term long central to traditions within practical geom-
etry, refers to an instrument used for drawing circles as well as measuring dis-
tances. An instrument, with such a name and function, is mentioned in works
by near contemporaries of Firdawsi like Aba al-Vafa’ Btzjani (d. c. 388/988), who
used compasses beyond the prescribed applications of ancient Greeks in his cel-
ebrated work on Geometrical Constructions (A‘mal al-Handasa).® The expression
gardish (turn) next to the term compass (pargar) in the Firdawsi poem implies
a version of that instrument used for drawing circles, the only kind for which a

12 Elsewhere also known as Rustam-i Farrukhzad.

13 For more on Biizjani’s Geometrical Constructions, see Elaheh Kheirandish, “An Early Tradi-
tion in Practical Geometry,” Supplement Volume of Mugarnas: An Annual on the Visual Cultures
of the Islamic World (Leiden-Boston: Brill, forthcoming). For the earlier Greek tradition, and ref-
erences to “collapsible,” “rigid,” and “complete” compasses, see J. L. Berggren, Episodes in the
Mathematics of Medieval Islam (New York: Springer-Verlag, 1986), 7071 and 79.
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slanted (kazh) turn, away from a circular path, could make sense. In contrast to
a comparable use of the term “pargar” in this period, one, which is discussed in
a poem by Nizami more than a century later, the present poem reflects the term’s
early use in a more strictly astrological context.

In the case of the closely related field of mechanics and expressions associ-
ated with it, other verses in Firdawsi’s Sh@ahnamah present interesting contrasts
to those in Nizami’s poetic production, and in his Sharafnamah in particular. In
selections that are associated with Alexander, the historical figure known as the
“Great” conqueror of the ancient world, there are examples that highlight this
contrast. Items specifically named or described in verses containing mechani-
cal devices involve some unexpected features. More specifically, the mechanical
devices mentioned in Nizami’s Sharafnamah are simpler than those mentioned
in the Shahnamah. While the Sharafnamah mentions mechanical instruments as
simple as a bow and arrow, in line with many other works of Persian poetry, the
Shahnamah includes more advanced mechanical devices: those in the tradition
of mechanical automata. Devices such as moving iron statues filled with flamma-
ble mixtures particularly stand out in the excerpt from Shahnamah.”

Selection Il

The second selection of poems is titled “Description of the Night” (Dar Sifat-i
Shab) from the Persian romantic epic Vis va Ramin by Fakhr al-Din As‘ad Gurgani
(c. 442/1050) (Appendix: II). This selection is by a poet who, although not as cele-
brated as Firdawsi, is considered a “poetical genius” for his portrayal of a “fatal”
night where even the never-changing “fixed stars” appear altered.’® The long

14 The comparable selections referring to Alexander of Macedonia (c. 4" c. BCE) can be found
in “Education of Alexander” (Danish Amiikhtan-i Iskandar): Manuscript folios in the Minassian
Collection, at the John Hay Library, Brown University, catalogued by Elaheh Kheirandish, 2000
(unpublished); and “The Battle of Alexander with King Fir of India,” Sackler Museum, Harvard
University.

15 The manuscript folios of both the Shahnamah and Sharafnamah poems associated with Alex-
ander, as well as later sources such as Jami‘ al-‘Uliim [Fakhr al-Din Razi, Jami® al- Ulim (Kitab-i
Sittini, c.1150), ed. Muhammad Husayn Tasbihi (Tehran: Kitabkhanah-i Asadi, 1346/1967)]
were part of an exhibit curated by the present author at Brown University (“Windows into Early
Science and Craft”) in 2010. Included among the folios from the Minassian Collection was the
Shahnamah poem, “Battle of Alexander and King Fiir of India.” Thanks are due to Arash Afraz
for captions on the latter and references to the former astronomical selection(s).

16 Fakhr al-Din As‘ad Gurgani, Vis va Ramin, ed. M. Rawshan (Tehran: Sida-i Mu'asir, 1377/1998);
Fakhr al-Din As‘ad Gurgani, Vis and Ramin, trans. Dick Davis (Washington, DC: Mage Publish-
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poem of fifty-plus verses, an excerpt of which is presented here," stands out for
features far beyond its depiction of the heavens (falak) as a bearer of “a different
kind of marvel” (digargiinah shigifti), with “a mood shifting from one minute to
next” (har sa‘ati sazi girifti). The poem is particularly striking for its representa-
tion of most, if not all, of the forty-eight stellar constellations in the tradition of
the ancient Greek mathematician Ptolemy (2" c. CE) and his Star Catalogue con-
tained in his infamous astronomical work, The Almagest.

This poem starts with “a night as black as tainted tar” (shabi tarik u aliidah bi
gatran), and “as dark and dreadful as the time to part” (siydh u sahmgin chun riiz-i
hijran). The fateful night next features the “Moon and Sun” (Mah u Khwarshid),
“both hiding their faces” (har du rukh nahuftah), “like lovers asleep [in locked
embraces]” (bi san-i ‘ashiq u ma‘shiiq khuftah). It then continues to depict the
alarmingly altered forms of the twelve zodiac constellations: Aries and Taurus,
“Ram and Bull” (Hamal ba Thawr) are “facing one another” (karda riiy dar riy),
“catching the scent of the Heavenly Lion” (zi Shir-i dsmani yaftah biy); Gemini’s
heavenly “Twins” (Du paykar), “again, like two lovers asleep” (baz chun du yar
dar khwab), are “wrapped around each other like a water-wheel” (bi yik-digar
bipichidah chu dulab); Cancer’s “Crab [Kharchang] is asleep at the feet of both”
(bi pa-i har-duvan dar khuftah Kharchang), “as if it is stripped from its claws and
soul” (tu gufti biravan gashtast u bi chang); Leo’s “Lion” (Asad) is “standing before
the Crab” (dar pish-i Kharchang istadah), “with its Tail on its head, resembling
an Archer’s bow” (Kaman-kirdar dum bar sar nihadah); Virgo’s “Virgin” (Zan-i
diishizah), holding “a bunch [of grapes] in each hand” (du khiishah dar dast), is
“listlessly staying in one place like a drunkard” (zi susti mandah bar yik jay chun
mast); Libra’s “Scale” (Tarazii) “with all of its strings unraveled” (hamah rishtah
gusastah), seems to have “its balance point broken, while its pans are fine” (du
pillah mandah u shahin shikastah); “Scorpio” (Kajdum), “with a tail curled around
its head” (dar-avardah bi ham Kajdumsar u dum), is “as helpless as one with the
rhume [in bed]” (zi sustt hamchu sarma khwardah mardum); Sagittarius’s “Archer”
(Kamanvar) is “left with a bow in its grasp,” (kaman dar chang mandah), with
“both feet in pain, hands unfit for war” (du pay azurdah dast az jang mandah);
Capricorn’s “Goat” (Buza) “sleeping safe from the [Archer’s] arrow” (az tir-i it iman
bikhuftah), is “hidden among the tulips and the greenery [of meadows]” (miyan-i
sabzah u lalah nahuftah); Aquarius’s “water-carrier’s [Abkash] pail [Dalv] having

ers, 2008), 51-52; also see Kunitzsch, “Description of the Night in Gurgani’s Vis u Ramin,” in
The Arabs and the Stars: Texts and Traditions on the Fixed Stars, and Their Influence in Medieval
Europe (Northampton: Variorum Reprints, 1989).

17 Vis va Ramin, ed. Rawshan, 77-79; Vis and Ramin, trans. Davis, 51-52.
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fallen in a well” (fitadah Abkash ra Dalv dar chah), “has left him [water-carrier]
baffled, and lost in his way” (bimandah Abkash khirah chu gumrah); and Pisces’s
“Fish” (Mahi), “deprived from its every move” (bimandah Mahi az raftan bi
nakam), is “like a fish that is caught in a trap [by a hook]” (tu gufti mahi ast uftadah
dar dam) ...” Allin all, everything was in an altered state.

Specially remarkable are the “astronomical” content of Gurgani’s poem and
the use of the horoscope contained in it to date the poem.*® Most notable, however,
from the viewpoint of the present study, is the historical value of the poem in
its citation of two contemporaneous and important works: Abii Rayhan Biraini’s
Book of Instruction (Kitab al-Tafhim), and ‘Abd al-Rahman Safi’s Book of Constel-
lations. He cites the celestial globe (kura falakiyya) discussed in Stfi’s seminal
work.? Biriini’s book is composed in both Arabic and Persian, and is dedicated to
a certain Rayhanah, a supposed Persian matron. The over five hundred questions
contained in the book—ranging from arithmetic and geometry to geography and
astronomy—impact many dependent traditions across both Arabic and Persian.
The full coverage of the constellations in the Book of Instruction may have been
a potential source for Gurgani’s poem. Still, it is not possible to readily estab-
lish a direct link between the works of Biriini and Gurgani’s poem despite the
common geographical locations of the two in Gurgan. Even more complex is the
case of celestial globes, astronomical instruments associated with the markings
of zodiac constellations, as they figure in both Biriini’s Book of Instruction and
Saft’s Book of Constellations. Stifi’s Arabic text was a work with its own textual
tradition with a seventh-/fifteenth-century Persian translation by Nasir al-Din
al-Tasi.?® But there is little evidence of the availability of the Arabic text of Stfi
and its mention of the celestial globe to the much earlier Persian poet Gurgani.

18 In reference to the horoscope in the poem Kunitzsch (“Description of the Night in Gurgani’s
Vis u Ramin”) questions “whether [it] might contain astronomical elements which could contrib-
ute to the dating of the poem” or “prove—or disprove—older dating of the story”; See also Der
Islam 60 (1982): 297-301, in which Kunitzsch stresses “Prof. O. Neugebaur ... has derived the date
of A. D. 968 for the horoscope.”

19 Aba Rayhan al-Birdni, Kitab al-Tafhim li-Aw@’il Sind‘at al-Tanjim [The Book of Instruction
in the Elements of the Art of Astrology], ed. and trans. R. Ramsay Wright (1934; reprint, Frank-
furt am Main: Institute for the History of Arabic-Islamic Science, 1998); AbG Rayhan al-Birani,
Kitab al-Tafhim li-Aw@’il Sina‘at al-Tanjim, ed. J. Huma’i (Tehran: Babak, 1362/1983); Aba Rayhan
al-Birani, al-Tafhim li-Awa’il Sina‘at al-Tanjim, Intro. F. Ghasimla (Tehran: Safir Ardahal, 2013);
‘Abd al-Rahman Safi, Suwar al-Kawdkib (Hyderabad: D¥’irat al-Ma‘arif al-'Uthmaniyya, 1954).
A discussion of the poem in the context of astronomical traditions is included in Kunitzsch, “De-
scription of the Night.”

20 Nasir al-Din Tasi, Tarjumah-i Suwar al-Kawakib-i ‘Abd al-Rahman Siifi, ed. Mu‘izz al-Din
Mahdavi (Tehran: Intisharat-i Bunyad-i Farhangi-i Iran, 1969). The two earlier works of Siifi and
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Gurgani’s relatively little-known poem may have been accurately described
as “unparalleled in medieval Oriental poetry,”* but there is a comparable poem
by the slightly later and much better known poet Nizami Ganjavi. Nizami’s poem,
similarly, extends the altered forms in the sky to the seven heavenly bodies, his-
torically called the “wandering” stars (sayyar), and later, planets. What makes
the first of the two selections from Nizami presented here distinct from Gurgani’s
poem is that the altered forms in Nizami’s poem do not go beyond the twelve
zodiac signs to extend to all northern and southern constellations. We also see
that the altered forms presented in the first Nizami selection have a more positive
image when compared with the altered forms in Gurgani’s poem.

Selection Il

The third selection is called “Description of the Night” (Sifat-i Shab) by Nizami
Ganjavi (composed c. 545/1150). This poem is one of the sectional constituents of
his famous romantic epic masterpiece Layli va Majniin®> (Appendix: III). The poem’s
verses are unique in their depictions of an exceptional night and its altered sky. To
begin with, in contrast to Gurgani and his “tainted tar” analogy as regards night-
time, Nizami’s night is “glowing” (rakhshandah shab) “as bright as the day” (chu
riiz-i rawshan). Moreover, while the heavenly “marvel” (shigifti) of the Gurgani
poem is of a “different kind” (digargiinah) on account of the frightening “tune”
(saz) that the heavens play from one moment to the next, the latter paints “stars”
(anjum) “in a different state” (sifat-i digar). Highlighting the “grandeur” (zibandagi)
of “nighttime stars in their hundred variations” (sad giinah sitarah-i shab-ahang),
these nighttime stars are then portrayed “as one constellation” (dar yak awrang) in
the sky. And when it comes to the seven stars known at the time as “wandering,”
Gurgani starts with the brightest—Sun and Moon—hidden and asleep, while Nizami
has all seven emerge in perfect shapes, one by one, although in an atypical order.
First, the “Moon” (Mah), is presented so perfectly shaped, “as if from the
crosshow?? of the king” (gufti zi kaman-gurithah-i Shah) a marble has “fallen

Birtini have been cited as likely sources for the poet; see Kunitzsch, “Description of the Night,”
96-97.

21 Kunitzsch, “Description of the Night,” 94.

22 Barat Zanjani, ed., Layli va Majnin-i Nizami Ganjavi: Matn-i ‘Ilmi va Intiqadi (Tehran: Mu’as-
sasah-i Chap va Intisharat-i Danishgah-i Tihran, 1369/1990); Nizami, “Decription of the Night
(Sifat-i Shab),” in Layli and Majniin, Minassian Collection, John Hay Library, Brown University,
catalogued, 2000 (unpublished).

23 This type of crossbow was used to shoot harder objects such as rocks, round metals, etc.
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upon its head” (yik muhrah fitadah bar sar-i Mah). Second, “Mercury”’s (‘Atdarud)
“shape is as if the Archer’s bow” (shikl-i Atarud az Kamanash), is sending “an
arrow to the sky [from below]” (Tirist ki zad bar asmanash). Third, “Venus”
(Zuhrah), “the strapping of the Archer’s saddle” (sitam-i, zin-i i biid), is as “per-
fumed as the beads of sweat on his forehead” (khushbii chu khuy-i jabin-i i bud).
Fourth, the “Sun” (Khwarshid), is “as [hot as] his world-burning blade” (chu tigh-i
u jahansiiz), “sheathed at night, naked by day” (piishidah bi shab birihnah dar
riiz). Fifth, “Mars” (Mirrikh), is “rushing hot with vengeance” (bi kinah garm-i
tafil) in order “to run a rod, through his enemy’s eyes” (ta chashm-i ‘adiish ra
kishad mil). Sixth, “Jupiter” (Birjis), with “his seal on its jewel” (bi muhr-i @i nigin
dasht), was feeling that it “held all the world’s good fortune in its sleeve” (igbal-i
jahan dar astin dasht). Finally, seventh is “Saturn” (Kayvan), which “is wearing
a tasseled rope” (rasani ‘ilaqa-aviz), “to sharpen his blade’s iron with that cord”
(ta ahan-i tigh-i i kunad tiz). The section on the planets ends with praising the
ruler saying, “A King whose kingdom is such” (shahi ki chunin buvad jahanash)
“may that the horizons never lack His splendor” (afdq mabad bi jamalash). This
is followed by the author addressing himself by his pen name in a line starting in
Persian and ending in Arabic: “O Nizami,” “at the service of such a famed ruler”
(dar khidmat-i in khadiv-i nami), “how great is your stature indeed” (ma a‘zama
sha’nak)!

The following section on the zodiac signs (buriij) by Nizami, in contrast to
Gurgani’s twelve constellations, starts with a positive note: “Aries” (Hamal) has
a reflection (‘aks) from its crescent-like smile (hilal-i khandah), while throw-
ing a “chord” (zih) on “the heaven'’s sine” (jayb-i falak); the “Taurus of heaven”
(Gav-i falaki), has “jewels on its neck” (gawhar bi galii dar), which is “Pleia-
des” (az Thurayya); “Gemini” (Jawza) is “wearing a belt with two-sided [strips]”
(kamar-i du-rityah bastah), while sitting “on the throne of the heavenly Twins”
(bar takht-i Du-paykari nishastah); “Cancer” (Kharchang), “with the mailed claw”
of his (changal-i dhira‘t) “thrusts forth a seven-fingered fist” (andakhtah panjah-i
suba‘); “Leo” (Asad) is making Alpha Leonis (Qalb al-Asad) so luminous (furiizan),
and “burns incense like a fire that burns aloes” (chun atash-i ‘ud, ‘ud-i siizan);
“Virgo’s” (‘Adhra) “virginal face” (rukh-i sunbulah), spared “not an iota without
any gains” (bl sarfah nakard dana’i sarf); “Libra” (Mizan), “like the speech of a
wise man” (chu zaban-i mard-i dana), has “loosened its tongue with its two pans”
(bugshadah zabanah ba zabanah); “Scorpio” (Agrab) “has paid tribute to Sagit-
tarius” (bi Kaman kharaj dadah), while “Corona has given a crown to Regulus”
(Iklil bi Qalb taj dadah); “Capricorn” (Jady), is cut[ting] his head like a Goat (buz),
“having heard of decapitation lores” (afsanah-i sarburi shanidah); “Aquarius”
(Dalv) has closed its lips (khamiish-lab) due to “the patches of sunlight” (gulihha-i
aftabi); and “Pisces” (Huit), is riding “in a litter” (dar ‘imari). These “wondrous
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bodies” (ajram-i gharib) are riding along on “the highway” (shah-rah) of the stars’
stations “manzil-i kawakib.”

The context of Nizami’s description of such a night is the love epic Layli
va Majniin, where the latter—the literal “mad [lover]”’—points to the heav-
en’s “wheel” (charkh) and its “gaming tricks” (hugqahbazi) for a “Godly favor”
(‘inayat-i khuda’t), in order to turn his “night into a light of splendor” (k’ayad
shab-i man bi rawshana’i). Regarding the heavenly bodies themselves, the frame-
work of Nizami’s highly creative expression may be immediately contrasted with
their treatment in his other works: from the love epic Khusraw va Shirin to other
masterpieces.?

A striking case is a self-contained astronomical poem in Nizami’s Sharaf-
namah, a poem that covers a short interval, from the birth to the education of
Alexander [of Macedonia], and offers an interesting contrast to earlier treatments
of the subject by such figures as Firdawsi (Appendix: III). The birth sign of Alex-
ander is determined as the astrological house of Leo (Asad), and then the poem
goes on to combine the “seven stars” (haft akhtar) with seven of the twelve stellar
constellations. When it comes to the prince’s early education, activities covered in
both sciences and crafts correspond more closely to the geometrical and mechan-
ical traditions of Firdawsi’s era. The term “pargar” (compass), for example, is
introduced by Nizami in the context of the “heavens,” and in the form of “wheel’s
compass” (pargar-i charkh). This is in line with the term’s long time association
with fate as discussed in Firdawsi poem earlier. But its application here seems to
be in a context relating more closely to the concept of time in astronomy than that
of fate in astrology. The expression wheel’s compass “turning around its circle a
‘few’ times over” (bar in da’ira muddati chand gasht), while reflecting a tempo-
ral passage, appears to be construed in a form consistent with the capability—of
such a compass—to continually produce a circle. As such, it would be comparable
to a compass with a fixed opening as in Buizjani’s Geometrical Constructions, as
opposed to a “complete compass” (pargar-i tam) used for drawing conic sections
in both early and late scientific manuals.

Some of the verses in this selection go beyond practical geometry and mechan-
ics by documenting material culture. They contain references to paper (kaghadh)
and silk (harir) for archery targets (hadaf), as well as tools (saz) like the astronomi-
cal balance astrolabe (tarazu-i anjum), for which Firdawsi used the shorter and the
more uncommon term “sullab,” as an alternative to “usturlab.” No less significant
are reflections on practices of “specialists” (shinasandagan), presumably astron-
omers or astrologers, and their acts of “gathering” (anjuman) around the “move-

24 Ranjbar, Chand Mi‘rajnamah, 23-62.
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ments in sky” (sayr-i sipihr). In a separate verse, we find the revealing expression,
“Inclined to seek practice after gaining knowledge” (gira’idah az ‘ilm si-i ‘amal),
an expression reflecting the practical applications of theoretical sciences.

The selection from Nizami’s Layli and Majniin provides a useful contrast to
the two selections before and after it. In the case of Gurgani’s earlier romantic
poem, the contrasts go beyond the nature of the extraordinary night for which
a “description” (sifat) is given. Furthermore, while Gurgani’s king (mubad) is a
mortal, losing the battle of love on a visibly dreadful night, Nizami’s “king” has
a more divine status as a “King” of heavens. Nizami’s King (Shah) is associated
with a “world” (jahan) whose “horizons” (afaq) are told to never lack His splen-
dor (jamal). The latter expression is comparable to some of the depictions of
prophetic ascension in the mi‘raj genre of poets like Sana’i of Ghazna, presented
in the next section. These include spiritual expressions that not only speak to
the presence of God through his commands to the world below, but also to His
prophet and his rise to the heavens above. In Nizami’s representation of heavenly
bodies in his Book of Ascension (Mi‘rajnamah), planets and constellations are
skillfully painted in accord with the abovesaid ideas.” Sana‘l advances the union
of heavenly bodies and mystical expression to new frontiers.

Selection IV

The fourth selection contains astronomical verses from Sana’i Ghaznavi’s (d. c.
525-35/1130-40) Hadiqat al-Hagqiqat, a poetic masterpiece with abundant refer-
ences to Prophet Muhammad?®® (Appendix: IV). The section in the work titled,
“Description of his Ascension” (Dar Sifat-i Mi‘rajash) opens with the term “Sifat,”
as in the earlier astronomical poems by Gurgani and Nizami in their romantic
epics; albeit, the genre of his poem is mi‘rdj.

Sana’T’s selection begins with how the greatness (farr) of the Prophet’s
“wisdom and views” (fadl u nazar) has made the soil of the earth “golden from
his solar hues” (zi dftabash zar). He then proceeds to show the higher orbs of
the wandering stars and the historical characteristics associated with each—with
references to other aspects of Prophet’s being. The first of the heavenly bodies
to emerge is Venus (Nahid), which as a heavenly symbol of music has “forbid-
den his [the Prophet’s] sadness” (kardah Nahid az ghamash tawbikh). Next is
Mars (Mirrikh), which as the heavenly symbol of aggression has “read the record

25 Ranjbar, Chand Mi‘rajnamah, 23-62.
26 Ranjbar, Chand Mi‘rajnamah, 11-16.
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of his greatness” (khwandah tarikh-i haybatash Mirrikh). Then follows Jupiter
(Birjis), which “is like a guide to him” (biidah Birjis chun dabir i ra). After Jupiter
is Mercury (Tir), the heavenly guide, which has “bent like a bow for his arrow”
(chun kaman kham giriftah Tir u ra).

These heavenly bodies are followed by others with features optimizing the
Prophet’s physical attributes: “The eyes of [King] Jamshid are enveloped by
his eyebrows” (chashm-i Jamshid mandah dar abrish)” and “disk of the Sun”
(qurs-i Khwarshid) is a “bead in his hair” (muhrah-i gisiish). He continues to say,
“His mouth is [red] like the color of Saturn’s visage” (rang-i ruskhsarah-i Zuhal
kamash) and “his name is a design on the Moon’s forehead” (nagsh-i pishani-i
Qamar namash). The selection references the seven moving bodies in the follow-
ing order: Venus, Mars, Jupiter, Mercury, Sun, Saturn, and the Moon. The Earth,
not considered a moving body at the time, is then placed next to the fixed stars
and the constellations Leo and Taurus in the same verse where they appear as
“Wheel’s Leo” (Shir-i charkh), and the “Earth’s Taurus” (Gav-i Zamin). These all
serve as ornaments (zinat) by the feet of the “Master of faith” (Khwajah-i din).

What makes these “astronomical” verses of Sana’i unique from comparable
depictions is the presence of a human element in the cosmic union, highlighted
by the presence of mystical nuances. Sana’t’s successor Riimi, a much better
known mystical poet, provides a good contrast to his standpoint on and depiction
of cosmic union: Sand’1’s “astronomical” verses point to an upward movement
within the context of prophetic ascension: from the earth to the heavens, while
Rami’s similarly unheralded “astronomical” verses allude to the sky above, with
a cosmic union—including that of the planets and constellations—all viewable
from the earth below.

Selection V

The fifth selection is a poem by Mawlana Jalal al-Din Balkhi Rami (d. c. 672/1273),
the great mystic and poet, better known by a name that is a closer reflection of
the sunset of his life in Ram than its rise in Balkh.” The rarely cited astronomical
verses in this selection (Appendix: V), fittingly contained in a work named after
the “Sun” of the poet’s own life, “Shams-i Tabriz,”*® open with a striking image:

27 Annemarie Schimmel, The Triumphal Sun: A Study of the Works of Jalaloddin Rumi (Albany:
State University of New York Press, 1993). [No page numbers]

28 Mawlana Jalal al-Din Rami, Kulliyyat-i Shams-i Tabrizi, ed. Badi’ al-Zaman Furiizanfar
(1336/1957; reprint, Tehran: Amir Kabir, 1345/1966), 431-32; for English translations see Reynold
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that of the stars (akhtaran) in a “night of union [giving] and outpour” (shab-i
vaslast u nitharast), where the heavens (charkh) is lit by the full disc of “the Moon
of ‘ten and four’” (Mah-i dah u ch[ah]ar).

In the first lines of the poem, the moon of the month’s fourteenth night
emerges as a full bright light on a festive night, and in the closing lines, the sky’s
seven heavens and twelve constellations sparkle from afar. The seven heavens
appear in an unfamiliar order with Venus, Jupiter, and Saturn followed by Mars,
Sun, Mercury, and the Moon. The twelve constellations are interspersed in a
similarly rare progression: first come Capricorn, Leo, and Pisces, then Aquarius,
Virgo, Gemini, and then Libra, Aries, Sagittarius, Scorpio, Taurus, and Cancer.

First we see that “Venus cannot contain herself from joy over ethereal sounds
[that ring]” (dar khwish nagunjad zi navaha-i latif), and behaves “like a nightin-
gale drunk on the flowers of spring” (ham-chu bulbul ki shavad mast zi gul fasl-i
bahar). Then comes Capricorn (Jady), who “is looking coquettishly at Leo” (bi
kirishmah bi Asad minigarad). Then we are told to notice how “Pisces has brought
forth” an impressive haze from the sea (zi darya chi baravard ghubar). Next,
there is an image of “Jupiter” (Mushtari), who “gallops his steed towards ancient
Saturn” (asbh davanid stiy-i pir-i Zuhal) to say: “Regain your youth, and go herald
good tidings” (Javani tu zi sar gir buru Muzhdah biyar). Thereafter, the palm of
Mars (Kaf-i Mirrikh) is shown to be “bloody from the grip of Sagitta” (pur khiin
buvad az qabdah-i Tir), and “becomes as life-giving as the noble Sun” (gasht jan-
bakhsh chu Khwarshid-i musharraf athar). The cart of Aquarius’s (Dalv-i gardiin),
having been “filled with the elixir of life” (az an ab-i hayat amad pur), waters
“the dry sheaf Virgo” (Sunbulah-i khushk), who now is blessed with being “laden
with those pearls” (az an gawhar bar). He goes on to say, “Pithy Gemini does not
shy from Libra and defeat” (Jawz-i pur maghz zih Mizan u shikastan naramad),
while “Aries” (Hamal) cannot bear to leave “its own mother with disgust” (az
madar-i khud kay bigurizad bi nifar). When the “coquettish arrow (Mercury)” (Tir-i
ghamzah) reaches “Sagittarius’s heart from the Moon’s side” (az siiy-i Mah bar
dil-i Qaws), the “Archer” then moves “by night, in his quest, Scorpion-like” (shab-
ravi pishah girift az havasash ‘aqrabvar). The imperative verse, “In this feast, sac-
rifice heaven’s Bull for him,” (andarin ‘id bar u Gav-i falak ghurban kun), so as to
not “slink like Cancer in the mud” (chun Saratan dar vahli-i kazh-raftar),” conveys
a shift in the tone of the poem. In the closing lines, “Heavens is an astrolabe” (in
falak hast suturlab), “love, the truth” (haqigat ‘ishq ast)—and “the Moon” rep-
resents the countenance of someone who can turn a dark night into a bright day

Nicholson, Selected Poems from the Divani Shamsi Tabriz (1898; reprint, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1977).
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(riiz-i rawshan shavad az riy-i chu mahat shab-i tar). This poem, in addressing a
different kind of divinity, subsequently treats a different kind of cosmic union
as well: one that is distinct from that encountered in the prophetic “ascension”
(mi‘raj) genre of earlier poets such as Sana’1 and Nizami.

Selection VI

The sixth selection is from another author from the “Age of Riimi,” an age also
marked by limited interactions between authors of scientific and literary works:*
Rami’s closest contemporary—in both time and place—was Nasir al-Din Tasi (d. c.
672-73/1274), a scholar who spent the prime of his life as the director of Mara-
ghah school and observatory in northwest Persia,*° not far from Konya, Central
Asia, and who died shortly after Rimi. The “astronomical” verses attributed to
an author with a philosophical profile such as Tiisi (Appendix: VI [a]) are mark-
edly different than those by a literary figure such as Rimi. Among the verses
attributed to Tasli, there is a couplet enumerating, in an unexpectedly elemen-
tary manner, the names and order of the twelve constellations: “Aries, Taurus,
and then Gemini” (Hamal u Thawr ba‘d az an Jawza); “Cancer, Leo, then Virgo”
(Saratan u Asad digar Adhra); “Scorpio and Sagittarius, after that Libra” (‘Agrab u
Qaws ast u pas az an Mizan); and then there are “Capricorn, Aquarius, and Pisces
comes right after” (Jady u Dalvast u Huit pas az an).“**

One of the other astronomical verses attributed to Taisi, a reputed “teacher of
mankind,” (ustad al-bashar) and specially proficient in astronomical matters, is in

29 “Age of Riimi,” was a course offered at Harvard Summer School by the present author, with
an emphasis on his “age” as it pertained to history, geography, and cosmology.

30 On Tasi and his astronomical tradition, see Aydin Sayili, The Observatory in Islam, and Its
Place in the General History of the Observatory (Ankara: Turkish Historical Society, 1960); see also
F. Jamil Ragep, Nasir al-Din al-Tiisi’s Memoir on Astronomy (al-Tadhkira fi ‘Ilm al-Hay'a), 2 vols.
(New York: Springer-Verlag, 1993); see also Saliba, “Persian Scientists in the Islamic World: As-
tronomy from Maragha to Samarqand,” in The Persian Presence in the Islamic World, ed. Richard
G.Hovannisian and George Sabagh (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 126-46; and
Melikian-Chirvani, “Khwaje Nasir and the Iranian Past,” in Nasir al-Din al-Tusi: philosophe et
savant de xiii® siecle, ed. N.Pourjavady and Ziva Vesel (Tehran: Institut Francais de Recherche
en Iran, 2000), 69-104.

31 Attributed to Nasir al-Din Tisi; for more see Varjavand, Kavush-i Rasadkhanah-i Maraghah,
136; also see Mu‘azzamah Igbali, Shi‘r va Sha'iri dar Athar-i Khwajah Nasir al-Din Tisi (Tehran:
Sazman-i Chap va Intisharat-i Vizarat-i Farhang va Irshad-i Islami, 1379/2000), 97-112, where
the poem includes a couplet, citing 4 manuscripts, attributing it to Tiis’s contemporary, ‘Abd
al-Jabbar Khujandi.
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a “versified introduction” (Madkhal-i Manziim) that includes an instructive Expla-
nation of the Heavens (Bayan-i Aflak) (Appendix: VI [b]).3? This poem represents
the work of an author with close attention to the order of his presentations, with
sections titled Introduction (madkhal), and Conclusion (khatm), and with those
in between articulately arranged; so it follows that the body of knowledge repre-
sented by the selection included here, maintains a sense of that order: “First,” the
author says, “Iwill speak of heavens’ configuration” (avval az hay‘at-i falak giiyam),
“then, I will take up the stars’ prognostications” (pas bi ahkam-i akhtaran piiyam).
He then says, “Know that the Creator of fairies and angels” (dan ki afarinandah-i
pariu malak), “created nine orbs and heavens” (nuh afarid charkh u falak). He then
says, “On one is the Moon, and on the second, Mercury” (bar yaki Mah u bar duyum
Tirast), “then, the third, after Mercury is Venus” (baz Nahid ra siyum Tir ast). He
goes on to say, “On the fourth orb is ever the Sun” (Shams bar charkh-i charum ast
mudam) and “on the fifth one is Mars” (bar charkh-i panjumin Bahram). He then
says, “Know the sixth orb as Jupiter” (shishumin charkh Mushtari ra dan), and on
“the seventh is Saturn’s Abode” (haftumin ast manzil-i Kayvan), and “on the eighth
are the fixed stars” (baz hashtum ki thabitat bar uist). Finally he says, “Above it is
the ninth, on which is everything else” (zibar-i i nuhum ki jumla dar ust).

The poet then turns his attention to elaborations on other aspects of the
heavens: “Now that the number of orbs is known” (‘adad-i charkhha chu shud
ma‘lam), “I will explain the stars” (bikunam ba‘d az in bayan-i nujim). He goes on
to say “scholars” (hukama), prior to “explaining by observation” (bayan-i rasad),
“worked on the numbers of the stars” (akhtaran ra giriftih-and ‘adad) and “of some
twenty-nine thousand” (ba nuh u bist amadast u hizar), “seven of them are wan-
dering stars” (haft az ishan kawakib-i sayyar). The rest, he says, are “fixed stars”
(thabitat), “from which are made the constellations” (ki az ishan kunand paykarha).
Given other astronomical concepts in the rest of the attributed poem, including
those in variorum, the validity of Tasi’s authorship, or that of his contemporar-
ies, matters for guesstimating the currency of concepts ranging from “wandering”
(sayyar) and “fixed” (thabit) stars, to “prognostications” (ikhtiyarat) and “conjunc-
tions” (ittisal) in that particular period. It also helps us be mindful of their knowl-
edge of cosmic concepts and their versatility with their configurations, and not
presume their scope limited to numbers and orders of heavenly bodies. The order
of the nine “orbs” (charkh) are as follows: the first seven, for the wandering stars

32 This long poem (composed 616/1219) is attributed to ‘Abd al-Jabbar Khujandi, Tasi’s contem-
porary; see Gulchin Ma’ani, A Catalogue of Manuscripts, 223; Gulchin Ma‘ani then introduces a
“Commentary on the Versified Introduction” (Sharh-i Madkhal-i Manziim) and dates the manu-
script in the year 927/1520.
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(sayyar), the eighth, for the fixed stars (thawabit), and the last, divided into two
groups of six (du-shish gismat) to form the twelve zodiacs (burj) and the “forty eight
constellations” (surat angikhtand hasht u chahar). In addition, there is the matter
of their “configurations” (hay’at) in the heavens. Hay at, appearing in the opening
lines of this poem—as well as being part of the title of an important astronomical
work in Arabic by Tasi, Al-Tadhkira fi al-‘Iim al-Hay’a (cosmography)—does not find
expression in any of the selections presented so far. It is however included in other
discourses by Tusi and his contemporaries. These point to discontinuities between
the literary and scientific traditions even among those who lived in the same era,
such as Riimi and Tiisi. If the earlier cases of Gurgani and Birfini represent a lack
of evidence for direct continuities, the later cases represent distinct discontinuities
that extend to later eras as regards representations of astronomy.

Selection VIl

The seventh selection is from a poem by Khwajta Kirmani (d. c. 743-44/1342-43)
called Gul u Nawriiz. This romantic epic was apparently composed around the
time of the author’s death® (Appendix: VII). The astronomical verses selected
from this work highlight certain mystical dimensions that go beyond the transcen-
dental ‘norms’ of the period. The first seven lines include images of the heavenly
bodies with references to God and His prophet, akin to other works of prophetic
ascension (mi‘r@j). The next twelve lines include astronomical imagery already
encountered, this time with references to a much earlier mystic, Bayazid Bastami.

Typical of such genre, the poem opens with a praise of God. His name is
repeated, while referencing the two most luminous of the heavenly bodies: the
Moon and the Sun. God not only is named as “the designer of the surface of the
earth” (nagshband-i safhah-i khak) and the “igniter of the cheeks of heavens’
beauties” (madar-afriiz-i mahrityan-i aflak), but as the One by whose command
the “goldsmith Sun” (Shams-i zargar) melts “the full Moon like a gold piece each
month” (durust-i mah ra har mah chun zar). God is also at the center of all the
other verses: He is the one who gives “the Moon” (Qamar) the “luminous letter”
(rawshana’i-namah), and to “Mercury” [the guide] (‘Atdrud) “ink and pen [to
write]” (davat u khamah). He is the one who placed “in Venus’s hand” (dar chang-i
Nahid) “an organ” (arghaniin), and on its “harp” (chang) the “Sun’s sharp blade”
(tigh-i tiz-i Khwarshid). Above all, He is the one who not only makes a constella-
tion such as “Gemini” (Jawza) “twin-shaped” (Du paykar) through his “wisdom”

33 Khwajii Kirmani, Gulva Nawriiz, ed. Kamal A'ini (Tehran: Bunyad-i Farhangi-i Iran, 1350/1971).
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(hikmat), but also the One who creates the “seven aspects” (haft manzar) through
his “craft” (san‘at).

The imagery of the Moon and the Sun are also prominent in the section where
he is referencing the prophet: “The full moon split in two before his visage”
(durust-i mah shikastah pish-i riiyash), while the “dark night became a slave to his
hair” (shab-i sham shudah hindii-i miiyash). The poet goes on to say, “The Moon
was given light by the Sun of his face” (zi Mihr-i chihrah Mah ra nir dadah), and
“he gave a rescript to the sultan of the celestial sphere” (bi sultan-i falak manshiir
dadah). 1t is, however, in reference to Bayazid Bastami that heavenly bodies—
including the Sun and the Moon—find different expressions. They are referred
to respectively as the “constellation of the realm of the heart” (burj-i ‘alam-i dil)
and “the messenger” (badr-i gasid). The other so-called “wandering stars,” inter-
spersed in other verses not included here, are then alternately addressed in both
Persian and Arabic.

The verses in this section highlight a turn from astronomy and astrology,
and philosophy and divinity: “Remove the hats from the heads of the fixed stars”
(thawabit ra kulah az sar dar-andaz) and “cast off the veils from the faces of the
angels” (mal@’ik ra niqgab az rukh bar-andaz). Then he says, “Turn your face from
the bead-spinning heaven” (zi charkh-i muhrah-gardan rii bigardan) and “see the
pole of the heavens as they turn the rosary beads” (bibin qutb-i falak ra subha-gar-
dan). The verses then close with an invitation to “step into the realm of no realm [of
mystical initiation]” (gadam nih dar makan-i bi-makani) and “make laconism your
tool of enunciation [of mystical expression]” (sukhan gii az zaban-i bi-zabani).”

The factor that distinguishes Khwajii’s imagery from comparable mystical
poems is the broader utilization of astronomical nuances. These nuances place
the allusions to astronomy and astrology of “Haft Manzar” beyond what we might
encounter in Nizami’s Haft Paykar.

Selection VIII

The last selection is from the Kulliyyat of Shah Ni‘matullah Vali (d. c. 835/1431).34
The title of this poem is Dar Maratib-i Vujiid. The references here range from the
popular numbers seven and twelve in astronomy, to the cosmology of the seven
stars and twelve constellations. The verses begin with conveying an explicit alli-

34 Shah Ni‘'matullah Vali, Kulliyyat-i Ash‘ar-i Shah Ni‘matullah Vali, ed. Javad Nirbakhsh (Teh-
ran: n. p., 1374/1995); also cited in Richard, “L’astronomie et ’astrologie dans la poésie persane,”
87, 101.
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ance between seven and twelve (Appendix: VIII). First there are the seven planets
emerging respectively as Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, the Sun, Venus, Mercury, and the
beautiful Moon (Mah-i khwush-sima), with “seven different colors emanating from
each” (haft rang-i mukhtalif zin haft gardad ashkar). All of these are attributed to
“God’s One incontrovertible command” (az hukm-i Khudavandi ki @i yikta buvad).

The “seven rulers” (haft sultan) are presented “with ten and two dwellings”
(dah u du khalwat), “each in its house, a monarch and a king” (har yaki dar burj-i
khwud Kaykhusraw u Dara buvad). Thereafter, the Sun and the Moon (Mihr u Mah)
return as “the two great luminaries” (nayyirayn-i a’zamayn), though their divine
status and expressions are not as explicit as in the works of his contemporary
Khwaji. We also see that the heavens are given eyes (didah-i aflak), which are
“bright and all-seeing” (rawshan u bina).

The repetitive sequence of the planets and their astrological features are
further subjected to medical and natural-philosophical associations. However, it
is the lineup of the twelve constellations in tandem with their attributed human
physical traits (organs, body parts, etc.) that afford the reader a novelty. First
mentioned are the “seven ruling bodies, like chiefs of a village” (haft a‘da-i ra’isa
chun ra’isan-i dihand), “with their well-being set in heavens’ bliss” (sihhat-i in
haft tan dar jannat al-ma’va buvad). Then, “the chief of the seventh realm” (kad-
khuda-i mulk-i haftum), “sometimes reclining, sometimes seated, sometimes
upright” (gah khuftah, gah nishastah, gah-gahi bar pa) is shown to share physical
attributes with the twelve zodiac constellations from head to toe. Aries is the head
and Taurus is torso and neck (sar Hamal midan u gardan Thawr), and then we see
the two hands open like Gemini (har du dastat ay baradar baz chun Jawza). Next,
we are reminded to consider “Cancer as the chest, and Leo as its heart” (sinah
Sar[a]tan dan u dil bashad Asad), and further Virgo is shown as the gut (rudah-
hayat Sunbulah). Then it says, “Consider Libra the belly, Scorpio its manhood,
and Archer its thighs” (naf Mizan dan u mardi ‘Aqrabast u Qaws ran). Finally,
“Capricorn is the knees, Aquarius the calves, and Pisces are the feet” (har du zanii
Jady u sagat Dalv u Hiitat pa buvad).

This poem concludes with a more familiar note in the final verse (magqta®):
“Assuming the shape of the world to be a circle” (f al-mathal yik dayira in shakl-i
‘alam fard kun), “God is its circumference, the spirit its central point, and [other]
objects are that circle” (Haqq muhit u nuqtah rith u dayirah ashya’ buvad).

Conclusion

The selected poems in this essay were meant to highlight various forms of knowl-
edge, from science and craft, to philosophy and mysticism in the poetry of a certain
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period and geographical area. The focus on the “four corners” of Persia between
the years c. 1000-1500 CE started with the north of Persia with selections from
Firdawsi Tasi (c. 1000) and Fakhr al-Din As‘ad Gurgani (c. 1050), continuing on
to northwest and southeast Persia with selections from Nizami Ganjavi and Sana’i
Ghaznavi (both just before c. 1150). Northwest Persia presented us with selections
from Mawlana Rami and Nasir al-Din Tasi (both fl. c. 1250), and southern Persia
with Khwajia Kirmani (before c. 1350), and Shah Ni‘matullah Vali (before c. 1450).

It may be concluded from what has been presented here that astronomical
and astrological traditions have gotten ample attention in both epic and mys-
tical genres of Persian poetry. It also appears that continuities and discontinu-
ities in the treatments of these and related subjects cannot be directly correlated
with the geographical proximities of authors versed in these traditions. Given the
important—and understudied—nature of the subjects discussed, it is hoped that
the present study and inclusion of the original texts and their translations can
encourage further investigations.

Appendix: Persian Selections and English Translations>*

From the Shahnamah of Abt al-Qasim Firdawsi:
“Rustam’s Letter to His Brother”

Rustam knew the recording of the sky
A star-reckoner, who was just and kind ...
prEm Jladi AN Couilay
S B R T ISE B

To catch the stars’ [signs], he brought an astrolabe
Putting hands on his head, he dreaded doomsday

@ £ i) 5 dla 2l
Cé 8wy Cuwna 3h )y )

35 English translations are by the present author. I would like to give my sincere thanks to Pro-
fessor Thackston for his consultation and expert suggestions.
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In a letter to his brother that he sent him in pain
He wrote and mentioned all the matters relayed
29 43 30 s Al (S
28 0L 4 lgiau g udig

He first named God, in all His praise
In Whom he saw, both the good and the bad of fate
DR K g a S o Al cads
sy m s Sea 5K

He then wrote of the heaven, and the turn of fate
That people who seek it, would face despair ...
Olaud ia £ K e K
con O 35 ) e 20 5 5

That the Sun is looking down from the fourth [house]
[Meaning] doom is speeding from the side of war

Ll 2 K e PO
Qi ol ) e Kaa S

From Mars and Venus, harm is on our way
From the high-up wheel, can’t turn away
3R 5al e )

b & e ) GREX Yl

Mercury and Saturn are facing each other
While Mercury is in the house of Twins ...
Guadd pl g OV sS 5 i Gled
__alw.\ﬁ:)i_&jdc)g‘%_.m)\.kr_

It is as such, with big things to come
Making hearts weary of life of one’s own
Gy a5 S 5 ol (i
e S O S Y0 8 an e
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Defeat at the hands of the Arabs [is the sign of the stars]
Stars won’t turn toward anything but loss ...
LB )l s G (38
e OB B 23 R i

Here is the word, and the deed is [itself]
But a slanted turn of the compass [of fate] ...
Gt oSy Ul ia

& K R ) s

||36

Fakhr al-Din As‘ad Gurgani:
“Description of the Night”

A night as black as tainted tar
As dark and dreadful as the time to part ...
L)L)l:é 4O ad<ﬂi‘5 Sl b
O D0 Uy e 5ol

The Moon and Sun, both hiding their faces
Like lovers asleep [in locked embraces] ...
i) sk b)) sda
AR G adina 5 Gdle Jlu

36 For a most elegant translation of this section, see Dick Davis, Vis and Ramin, 51-52:

The night was pitch black, as though lovers parted, From one another’s presence broken-hearted ...

The sun and moon were gone, as if they kept, A lover’s secret tryst and sweetly slept ...

The bull and ram were paralyzed with fear, Sensing the ‘lion’ of the sky was near;

The heavenly twins were locked in their embrace, A waterwheel revolving in one place;

The crab slept quietly at their feet, you'd say The virgin, as if drunk, could hardly stand;

All the scale’s chains were broken, its pan scattered, The balance beam from which they hung was
shattered;

The scorpion’s tail was curled around its head, Like someone with a cold who stays in bed;

The archer stood there, bow in hand, each limb, Immobile, as if fear had conquered him -

The lamb slept in the flower-strewn grass, as though, It felt no threat from him, or from his bow ...

The water-carrier’d lost his pail, he stared, Like someone traveling who is lost and scared;

The fish was still and seemed to give no thought, To swimming on, as if he had been caught.

The sky seemed like a conjurer, whose power, And skill were demonstrated every hour ...
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The Ram and Bull, facing one another
Catching the scent of the Heavenly Lion
G0 RGeS Hsibdes
G A3l el il )

The Twins at rest again, like two lovers asleep
Wrapped around each other like a water-wheel

Glsa o b s oss b S
QYJJ » sy ‘)iﬂAS\ﬂ a“

R

The Crab is asleep at the feet of both
As if it is stripped from its claws and soul

Saaja 438 50 ol o b4
Kin 2 5 @il Gy, (2 K

The Lion standing before the Crab,
With its Tail on its head, resembling an Archer’s bow

saliug) Kia 3 (i 0 2wl
aaled pu e S LS

The Virgin with a bunch [of grapes] in each hand
Is listlessly staying in one place like a drunkard
God 2 add g2 )0 5850 O
Cuse (52 gl SS9 edile S )

The Scale with all of its strings unraveled
Its balance point broken, while its pans are fine
FLITES 4.3.5:) 4 ’J }J\‘)}'
ASS aald g eaile aly o

Scorpio, with a tail curled around its head
As helpless as one with the rhume [in bed]
a5y ad3S ad 4y ed sl o
ed‘)‘xm))iuyyéwj
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The Archer left with a bow in its grasp
Both feet in pain, hands unfit for war
saile Kia 3 S 1y 5 oS
saile Kin )l Cawd 03 )3l sy 50

The Goat sleeping safe from the [Archer’s] arrow
Hidden among the tulips and the greenery [of meadows]
Ay el ) e
Aidg AV 50 Jam (e

The Water-carrier’s pail [Dalv] having fallen in a well
Has left him baffled, and lost in his way
sla 5o gl ) (ISl palid
a\)Ag g LIPTEN ‘_)..5\_1] aA&LAg

The Fish, deprived from its every move
Like a fish that is caught in a trap [by a hook]

pSL A 8 Sl (ale srilay
Al )3 salid) canl ale K

Heaven has a mood shifting from one minute to next
Bringing out [with eachl], a different kind of marvel ...

R G el p SB
- - PLF 5 SPNGP g

i (a)

From Layli va Majniin of Nizami Ganjavi:
“Description of the Night”

A night glowing as bright as the day
Refreshing the sky, as verdure fresh

BrTBIBTPI - Wt FACVER
e OSI Ga sa SUEo 5L )



74 —— Partl: Classical Persian Literature and Philology

Nighttime stars in their hundred variations
The sky showed as one constellation ...

g_i.'\ﬂg._\ﬁ:o‘)\fmdjgdm
e B S 0 e 2 5el

The stars are all in a different state
Starting anew a display of grandeur ...
a8 8 Ko Ciia aal
LA R e 5 Sy

You’d say the Moon, as if from the crossbow of the king
Has a marble fallen upon its head
oLiaa s S S K
ola DD 218 5 )ga ;5\_1..

Or, Mercury’s shape is as if the Archer’s bow
Had sent an arrow to the sky [from below]
ka8 Gl ajlae JSE L
Ciland 3025 4S iy

Venus, the strapping of the Archer’s saddle
Perfumed as the beads of sweat on his forehead
g g () pliw 4S8 )

I ) Oms A s sudid

The Sun, as [hot as] his world-burning blade
Was sheathed at night, naked by day
Dol 5l &5 s 2l A
D50 2 A8 p iAol

Mars, rushing hot with vengeance
To run a rod, through his enemy’s eyes
Jel o R 45850 & 50
Jie 23S Gigae FEN u
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Jupiter, with his seal on its jewel
Held all the world’s good fortune in its sleeve
Caily 85 ) e 4 Qs
s i o Clea JUES

Saturn is wearing a tasseled rope
To sharpen his blade’s iron with that chord
BT Rt LRSI P

56 2S5 g oAl B

With a King whose kingdom is such
May that the horizons never lack His splendor
Ollea 25 Oin 4S aLS
il (2 e U

At the service of such a famed ruler
O Nizami, how great is your stature indeed!
GAL] ‘9'.3:; u,ﬂ Cadd 2
alas (5) (S alael Lo

From the shape of the constellations in their stations
The sky has fallen into agitation
Jobe OV 5z J5G )
d)‘}{‘) DY g salud)

The reflection of Ram, from the crescent of a smile
Has thrown a chord on the heaven’s sine
odid Bla J Jas Se
p2iSE A ) SB s

The Taurus of heaven, like the cow of the seas
Has jewels on its neck and pearls from the Pleiades
Lo K s Sl 8
LAl s A S
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Gemini, wearing a belt with two-sided [strips]
Sits on the throne of the heavenly Twins
A dys) 93 S )

Al (5 Sy 52 QAT

Cancer, with the mailed claw [of his]
Thrusts forth a seven-fingered fist

o= iy Kaa 3
=l 4aty a5l

Alpha Leonis, luminous from Leo
Burns incense like a fire that burns aloes

OV so8 Al ) awy) (ld
Oosmase 25 8 O

The virgin-faced Virgo in what she says
Spares not an iota without any gains

dﬁdi)dd.}lué)\)h&
UPM\JAJSJQ‘)AA@

Libra, like the speech of a wise man
Has loosened its tongue with its two pans

Ul 2 e gl s> O e
Ul L 4l saliS

Corona has given a crown to Regulus
Scorpio has paid tribute to Sagittarius

oala CU k_\ﬁ.i d:;.\S\
23 ZlA Gl o i

Capricorn has cut its head like a goat
Having heard of decapitation lores

SU N N A s
ol (5 31y AdLudlS
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Aquarius, due to the patches of sunlight
Has taken a vow of silence, its lips tightly closed
S sLeR ) sl
g o @l isela

The Lady, bearing musk on her shoulder
Rides with Pisces in a litter
ol adl Al ) o ala

soee @l gl b

Upon the highway of stars’ stations
Wondrous bodies are on a ride ...

SIS Jae oy 4d
U PRUA<JUTG N PN

1l (b)

From the Sharafnamah of Nizami Ganjavi:
“Education of Alexander”

When the nine months of pregnancy were over
And the vein of growing gained motion

ey Sl Ghia 4

At the time of guardianship, ordered the Shah
That a wise [man] should look into the stars

oL 3 50y a5 S 4y
o8G5 g K Lila aS

Specialists took their tools [of trade]
And sought the secret from the heavens’ turn
Dl i £ Rl
Sl A L SAE 50 )
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They gathered [to catch] the movements in sky
With astrolabes set up [to measure the stars]

Al Gend) g
MAJ Ay andl (5530

The horoscope came as Leo, lord of might
By whom are blinded the enemies’ eyes

s dghad altda a2l
S i liada s 538

The Sun was honored by the sign Aries
Inclined to seek practice after gaining knowledge
Jon 31 ol sl Gy
dae (s smple 3l ol £

Gemini galloping into Mercury
Moon and Venus in Taurus, keeping company
A3 (g )y ear 3 jldae
dla ad Hsi ja0 08 ) 544

Jupiter was adorning Sagittarius
Saturn was in Libra, in assistance
e | e s il l
S e sils nds)

Mars in the sixth house, taking residence
Inclined to serving, like a servant ...

LSL%?\JHMJS‘)M&W
o) R et 4l ) S Caead s

When they had finished assessing the ascendant
They gave the king the name Alexander ...

_Jﬁibﬂj‘eUkﬁAJm
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In the prediction of the seven stars it appeared
That the world would give him a key [one day] ...

RVVIRVUNS ULt QA TN R
oS aalsa ol g Lan as

He stepped from the cradle straight into the saddle
Headed to the field from the pad of his cradle
b s S e 30588
)8 e 2 i Ol 2

He asked his nurse for a bow and arrow
At times targeting paper, at times aiming at silk

s Ll ) 2 ol
s a8 Gy el S

When more grown, he worked with swords
From lion hunts, to fights with lions ...
R )S M J\S A Ay W o
A8 i bBas S8 s g,

After that he reveled in horseback riding
Pursuing kingship and kingdom ...
< R (o)) g Ll Gy O s
o8 S ol 5 AL o

When the wheel’s compass, crossed fields and mountains
Turning around its circle a ‘few’ times over

majaﬁﬁj)\éﬁ‘)@)ﬁﬁ
i€ dia e sl (g

King Filqis [his father] packed and left the world
Entrusting the new king with his realm
20 ) gl ) il Sle
Qe siadialin 1) Olea
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v

From the Hadiqat al-Haqigat of Sana’1 Ghaznavi:
“Description of His Ascension”

[Prophet]

It is from the greatness of his wisdom and views
That the earthly soil is golden from his solar [hues]

BY -t PRSI RN gt I
L) Ol aal Sla

Venus has forbidden his sadness,
Mars has read the record of his greatness
Gsh it ) i e S
G Ui G ) o3l 54

Jupiter is like a guide to him
Mercury is bent like a bow for his arrow
1 sh om0 a0
1) 48 Sl LS s

The eyes of Jamshid are enveloped by his eyebrows
The disk of the Sun is a bead in his hair
Gyl eaile dadaa FIVEN
Gl o e 2 ) A a8

His mouth is [red] like the color of Saturn’s visage
His name is a design on the Moon’s forehead

Uil Ja o jbad , Ky

By the feet of the Master of faith
Is the ornament of Leo’s Wheel, and Earth’s Taurus
O Al s sl e iy
BRSSP P TR JUATY
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\'
From the Kulliyyat-i Shams-i Tabrizi of Mawlani Jalal al-Din Riim1

For the Stars, it is the night of union [giving] and outpour
As in the celestial sphere, there is a wedding [lit] by the Moon of ‘ten and four’

Ol gedole ) Cummg e Foa G U

Venus cannot contain herself from joy over ethereal sounds [that ring]
Like a nightingale drunk on the flowers of spring

bl lal g 5 20 (s 208 )
Sl Jeamd 8 e 353 48 Jily spa

See how Capricorn is looking coquettishly at Leo
See what a haze Pisces has brought forth from the sea
38 e duly aed S0 o ) s
S s maa b jaSom G

Jupiter gallops his steed towards ancient Saturn
Saying, “Regain your youth, and go herald good tidings”
) om0 Gl (5 il
Jeada 50 08 ) B Sl aS

Mars’ palm, bloody from the grip of Sagitta
Becomes as life-giving as the noble Sun
DU Capdie Al ) 58 g (g Ola S

When Aquarius’s cart was filled with the elixir of life
The dry sheaf Virgo was laden with those pearls

D2l s Gl O ) s g2 R
o R 530 SR i 35

Pithy Gemini does not shy from Libra and defeat
How could Aries leave his own mother with disgust?
2 GRS 5 Ol e e g
Dl 3 e (S a5 pole Sl daa
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When the coquettish arrow [Mercury] reached Sagittarius’s heart from the
Moon’s side
[The Archer] began to move by night, in his quest, scorpion-like
Ay de G D) ) s el
s e s 3 i S 4y 55, ol

In this feast, sacrifice heaven’s Bull for him
If you do not want to slink like Cancer in the mud
8 s S8 8 5 s xe )
Dby 35S Slay 2 gla e s ) 4

Heaven is an astrolabe, and love, the truth
Lend your ears to the meaning of my words

Cual Bdie cigs g Y s e S o)
Do e o AR il ) an S 4 8

0 Shams of Tabriz, on the morning that you receive me,
Bright day will become the dead of the night—with you as its moon.

Lt 5548 mua O 53 S peeds
DUl ciale g (59 Sl 2gd gy J)

Vi (a)

A poem attributed to Nasir al-Din Tasi
“Enumeration of the Constellations”

[There is] Aries, Taurus, and then Gemini
Cancer, Leo, then Virgo
sa o) 3 am 8 5 des
) J.AS: )gj Al K] u\.L ey

Scorpio and Sagittarius, after that Libra,
[And then] Capricorn, Aquarius, and Pieces comes right after
U O G Gl s 5 e
SIS R TN TN P SYPRTEES
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VI (b)

A poem attributed to Nasir al-Din Tiisi
“Explanation of the Heavens (Bayan-i Aflak): Madkhal-i Manzam”

Explanation of the Heavens
SOl

First I will speak of heaven’s configurations
Then I will take up the stars’ prognostication
NP QENC USSP
pas QIR PSals Oy

Know that the Creator of fairies and angels
Created nine orbs and heavens

Sla 5 5y oy
SB 5 oa wplaaas o

On one is the Moon, and on the second, Mercury
Then, the Third after Mercury is Venus
Gy a9d 0 gole (S
Cana i a1 28l 5l

On the fourth orb is ever the Sun
As on the fifth one is Mars
g (realy Eon n et

Know the sixth orb as Jupiter
The seventh is Saturn’s abode
Ul 1) Ge F e (el
O S e Gl (e

On the eighth are the fixed stars
Above it is the ninth, on which is everything else
Caw gy alea 48 A e
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Now that the number of orbs is known
I will explain the stars.
e_,la..« W _9% L@Aﬁ e
pad Olo Gl Ol 2350

Even before explaining by observation
Scholars worked on the numbers of the stars

MJQ\,HJJ'\J%LAS\A
23e a3 4 Ky o jaal

Of some twenty-nine thousand
Seven of them are wandering stars

BB Casdal Gy g4 by
Db SIS (Ll i Cada

The fixed stars are what the rest are named
From which are made the constellations

la 80 Al Canlifs
c S S s ) as

Vil
From the Gul u Nawriiz of Khwajii Kirmani

[God]
In the name of the designer of the surface of the earth
The igniter of cheeks of heavens’ beauties

SA dadia 2y 58 50 4
[3:1] <S2M) s,y 4e H5 8 las

At His command the goldsmith Sun
Melts the full Moon like a gold piece each month
R omadi 3R 4l Sa 4
[4:1] .00 05> ola o2 )y ol Cuu ya
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He is the one crafting the seven aspects
By his wisdom, making Gemini twin-shaped
hie i s0uIS y Cimlia 4y
[5:11] ... S 5210 159 03 S CasSa 4y

He gives the Moon, the luminous letter
And Mercury, ink and pen [to write]

bJ\JM\.’}@m_’J “)‘)Aﬂ
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He places a musical instrument in Venus’s hand
And the Sun’s sharp blade, on its harp

2l Kia 50 052l edlgd
[6:3] wd o3 3 gl Kia yod)

[Prophet]
The full Moon split in two before his visage
Dark night became a slave to his hair

U:HJJJ%MM&L\MJJ
[8:1] Ul se (5500 ol ol

The Moon was given light by the Sun of his face
He gave a rescript to the sultan of the celestial sphere

ST EPEEY S NS )
[8;4] 2212 ‘)_9.-::.1.4 Sda u\.klu aQ

[Mystical Figure]
[selans 2 L]

0 source of the king’s Sun
0 shadow of divine grace
AL 2l 53 adlas ) )
[8:18] sl akal 4l (51 Y
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You are the Sun of the constellation of the realm of the heart
Design on the bezel of the realm’s ring of existence
Qalle = p 2l o6
[8:19] ... JS A& s 8

From the full Moon messenger, get a letter
From the hand of Mercury, the guide, a pen

Ol 4ali aald o )
[9:20] ... (liusy 4dls (iie 55 Kia

Remove the hats from the heads of the fixed stars
Cast off the veils from the faces of the angels
J‘J.l\ )J‘)u‘}\a)&\‘)&g‘_;j
[10:5] Sty S O ald |y S8

Turn your face from the bead-spinning heaven
See the pole of the heavens as they turn the rosary beads ...

U SIS TS SN
[10:6] ... Ol anpw |y Kb o

Step into the realm of no realm [of mystical initiation]
Make laconism your tool of enunciation [of mystical expression]

S8 o ey 4l a8
[10:8] ... &b 2 Ol ) K pa

Vil

From the Kulliyyat of Shah Ni‘matullah Vali:
“Regarding the Levels of Existence”

Saturn, then Jupiter, Mars and then the Sun
Again Venus with Mercury, and Moon, the fine-faced one ...

LT a8 e e (5 shde o ) 052
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Seven different colors emanating from each
Due to God’s One incontrovertible command

Ol aa K b ) caling &G Cuda

Seven rulers, with ten and two dwellings
Each in its house, a monarch and a king, due to God’s incontrovertible will

&L\u\&)&}ﬁjbd\)dﬁﬁ\)ﬁ%m
A5 10 5 5 mAS IR 7 0 (S

The Sun, and Moon, the two great luminaries
Making heaven’s eye bright and all-seeing ...

Opebae) o 50 B 2l de 5 e
cas L s OBy Ol ) S ea

Seven ruling bodies, like chiefs of a village
With their wellbeing set in heavens’ bliss ...
Al ed Glum ) O Ay sliac! Duia
g ) glall Cia a3 Cada () s

The chief of the seventh realm, see its spleen on the left side
Sometimes reclining, sometimes seated, sometimes upright
BB ARET Y ENPLT RN PRPIRENN
g Q).\ &5@5 a8 aii «f aed oK

Aries its head, Taurus its trunk and neck, no doubt
And like your hands, O brother, Gemini with open palms
Odn 230 58 R 5 e des
A e O Ok D3 n ) iy 50 8

Consider Cancer as the chest, and Leo its heart, O lion-heart—
Virgo, your gut makes up the abdominal part of the organs.
Jo i (o) 230 Ja 5 ol Gl e 4l
a5 L) (nl ) s a Aliie Cula 035
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Consider Libra the belly, Scorpio its manhood, and Archer its thighs
Capricorn is the knees, Aquarius the calves, and Pisces are the feet

O s sl e (635 5 O ) e U
el Ciiss 5 o Clle 5 s gl 90

Assuming the shape of the world to be a circle
God is its circumference, the spirit, its central point,
and objects are that circle ...

S U alle JSCG ol ol So il A
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Alexander Matthew Key
Moving from Persian to Arabic

This article is a case study of mediaeval translation from Persian into Arabic. It
was sparked by a problematic subheading in a millennium-old compilation of
wit and wisdom, Littérateurs’ Ripostes and Poets’ and Eloquent Men’s Rejoinders.
Writing in Arabic, the author of the compilation stated that a specific selection of
lines of poetry was “moved over from Persian.” But how could this be, when most
of the lines in question had been composed in Arabic, by Arab poets?

Answering this question has required an assessment of the languages and
literary canons involved, as well as an attempt to theorize the purposes for which
the poetry was selected. I have therefore written an article about mediaeval
Perseo-Arabic poetry, linguistic developments, genre politics, identity politics,
and translation theory. It reveals a time and place in which language was always
an issue, culture was sometimes an issue, and translation was inevitable.

Al-Raghib al-Isfahani (henceforth Raghib) lived and worked in or before the
year 1018, most likely around the city referred to in his name, Isfahan.! Towards
the end of Littérateurs’ Ripostes, he bundled together seventeen short poetic quo-
tations under the title Abyat mangiila min al-Farsiyya, “Lines of Poetry Moved
Over from Persian.” This act of bundling selections under titles (and subtitles,
and sub-subtitles) was the driving creative principle of his book, just as it was the
dominant mode of authorship in a popular, dynamic, and well-established genre
at the dawn of the fifth Islamic century: the adab manual of which his is a famous
example. Raghib did not provide the Persian original for the seventeen quotations
in this section, and the poetry itself can indeed be shown in the majority of cases
to be original compositions in Arabic, some of which date back several centuries
and appear in the published collections of well-known Arab poets. For five of the
seventeen quotations, Raghib provides the name of the Arabic poet in question.

My initial reading of the printed editions of Littérateurs’ Ripostes led me to
observe that all the lines in the section were potentially proverbial; which is to
say that they all contained pithy messages or analogies, mostly relating to the
human condition, that could have been taken from, or subsequently spawned,
proverbs and aphorisms. It was at this point that I consulted Professor Mahda-
vi-Damghani, who shared my fascination with the topic and provided extensive

1 Alexander Key, “A Linguistic Frame of Mind: ar-Ragib al-Isfahani and What It Meant to Be Am-
biguous” (PhD diss., Harvard University, 2012); Key, “al-Ragib al-Isfahani,” in Essays in Arabic
Literary Biography I, ed. Mary St. Germain and Terri de Young (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag,
2011).
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hand-written notes on possible analogues in Persian proverbial literature for
these lines of Arabic poetry. Then, as is so often the case in our field, the manu-
script record provided an answer. The oldest known dated copy of Littérateurs’
Ripostes, held at the British Library under the shelfmark ADD18529,% bore witness
to the same seventeen lines, but with the more detailed title “Lines of Proverbial
Poetry Moved Over from Persian.”® This proves that either Raghib originally con-
ceived of a group of lines of poetry that he described as both proverbs and orig-
inally Persian, or that a scribe a century or so after Raghib’s death emended the
title to reflect the same proverbial connection.

It is my contention here that proverbs are the key to solving the translation
puzzle of why and how original Arabic poetry could be claimed as originally
Persian. This article will continue in five sections. In the first section, I provide
some remarks on the proverb. The second presents a historical review of the dif-
ferent types of Persian language at play in the eleventh century and the different
directions in which they were going. The third is a review of both oft-cited and
lesser-known passages in which scholars other than Raghib talked about their
perspectives and experiences of the interface between Persian and Arabic. Fourth
is a detailed review of the Persian to be found in the work of Raghib, who as far
as we know wrote every single one of his books in Arabic. This includes a pre-
sentation of the seventeen lines themselves. The final section remarks on how
two eleventh-century scholars used the art of literary compilation to negotiate a
Perseo-Arabic interstice.

The Proverb

It is a cheering fact, and a rarity in exercises of cross-cultural epistemology that
address words loaded with cultural capital, that the semantic fields of the Arabic
word mathal (plural amthal), the Arabic-loan-word-in-Persian mathal (plural
amthal again), and the English word “proverb” overlap to a very large extent. The
family resemblance centers around proverbs being commonly metaphorical and
based on situational analogies.

2 From catalogue data, dated at 1129 this is the oldest extant copy of Littérateurs’ Ripostes. See
Key, “A Linguistic Frame of Mind,” 278-84.

3 The title read: Abyat min al-Amthal Mangiila ‘an al-Farsiyya. Abi al-Qasim al-Husayn b. Muham-
mad Raghib al-Isfahani. Ms. of Muhdadarat al-Bulagha’ wa Muhawarat al-Udaba’ wa’l-Shu‘ara@’ [sic].
ADD 18529 (dated 523/1129), in Oriental Manuscripts, British Library, London. fol. 229b.
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The proverb has two major dynamics pushing in opposite directions: proverbs
are both potentially universal and culturally specific. Proverbs are both “irredeem-
ably culturally situated and incapable of being extracted from situations” and yet
at the same time all “individual minds ... operate by universal principles.” To this
I would add that proverbs have particular qualities of content and form that push
the human subjects who use them towards the universal. First, a proverb contains
abbreviated and pithy wisdom. Its concision may require interpretative unpack-
ing on the part of the audience, but this does not affect the truth of the result-
ing statement. The proverb is therefore, like an aphorism or a maxim, something
that claims to be accurate. This dynamic pushes the proverb towards claims of
universality, where proverbs pass between cultures and languages because they
express truths about the human condition, and where the collection of proverbs
(because they are highly collectable) becomes a transnational and transhistorical
enterprise. This enterprise is facilitated by the small scale of proverbs, which facil-
itates memorization and translation. This potentially-universal nature of proverbs
bundles those who use them into a single community, for as Elias Canetti said,
“the great writers of aphorisms read as if they had all known each other well.”*

The opposing dynamic, away from universality and towards cultural speci-
ficity, works for Arabo-Persian proverbs both on a high conceptual level in which
Islamic theology and hermeneutics make claims about God’s language, and on
the more prosaic level of a shared profane subject matter. Raghib’s account of the
Arabic proverb (mathal) shows us both of these levels of difference. His proverb is:

Both the most noble verbal form through its fashioning of good similes, syntactic structure,
and concision, and the most noble mental content through the way it indicates both the
intended moral and other, associated morals, at the same time.®

4 Nancy Mason Bradbury, “Transforming Experience into Tradition: Two Theories of Proverb
Use and Chaucer’s Practice,” Oral Tradition 17, no. 2 (2002): 273.Bradbury is quoting Richard
Honeck and Jon Temple’s article “Proverbs and the Complete Mind” (Metaphor and Symbolic
Activity, 11:217-32), which argues against the cultural approach and for the universal.

5 Fred R. Shapiro, The Yale Book of Quotations (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 130. lam
grateful to Andrew Hui for providing this quotation during his participation in the seminar “On the
Classics: Debating a Concept Across the Premodern Mediterranean World” at the American Com-
parative Literature Association’s Annual Meeting in New York, 2014. The universalizing potential
of the proverb remains alive and well in contemporary paremiology (the study of proverbs) and
paremiography (the study of their collection and writing); the first aim of the 2014 Interdisciplin-
ary Colloquiums on Proverbs in Tavira, Portugal, is the “construction of a common European Heri-
tage of proverbs.” Interdisciplinary Colloquiums on Proverbs, “7% Interdisciplinary Colloquium on
Proverbs (ICP13),” http://www.colloquium-proverbs.org/icp/en/general-presentation.

6 Abt al-Qasim al-Husayn b. Muhammad Raghib al-Isfahani, al-I‘tigadat [On creeds], ed. Sham-
ran al-‘Ajali (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Ashraf, 1988), 183.
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The paradigmatic use of mathalis in the Quran, where God uses it because it enables
him to discuss divine mental content beyond the range of the human language in
which he speaks.” The concept of paradise is often written through a mathal based
on a garden exactly because the afterlife is known to God but inconceivable to
humanity. Raghib’s linguistic approach to proverbs (“the most noble verbal form™)
is complemented by his cognitive approach (“the most noble mental content”), and
the brief cognitive account in the above quotation is comparable to current scholarly
analyses of universal proverbs that “posit miniature theories, under which seem-
ingly unrelated experiences illuminate one another and are therefore transformed.”®

The Arabic word mathal is usually translated as “analogy” (or even “allegory”
and “parable”), or “proverb” (and “saying”).’ But Raghib has a universal account
of the word:

The root principle of this verb (al-muthiil) is the raising up to the vertical. The result of
this action is something formed (al-mumaththal) according to a model (mithal) that was
provided by something else ... and the proverb (al-mathal) is an expression of a statement
about something that resembles a statement about something else that shares a similarity
with the first thing.*°

There is certain circularity to explaining the concept of analogy with an analogy
to the physical action of erection, but this is a typical move in mediaeval Arabic
lexicography that need not concern us here.

In the Arabic intellectual context, it is not just God who strikes analogies
(tamthil) and describes himself as doing so;™ literary critics regard the process of
coining proverbs (also tamthil) as part of both divine and profane poetics. Raghib’s
taxonomy of poetic techniques places proverb coinage under metaphor (isti‘ara)
and his three examples of proverbs being coined are the genre of proverb collec-
tions (Kitab al-Amthal),* a line of poetry, and a “saying of the eloquent.” He writes:

7 Ibid., 187.

8 Bradbury, “Transforming Experience,” 265.

9 My translation of mathal as “proverb” rather than a more general “analogy” is to a large extent
determined by the subject matter of this article. Raghib’s seventeen quotations are short poetic
analogies, therefore proverbs.

10 Abi al-Qasim al-Husayn b. Muhammad Raghib al-Isfahani, Mufradat Alfaz al-Qur’an al-Karim
[Quranic glossary], ed. Safwan ‘Adnan Dawiidi (1992; reprint, Qum: Tali‘at al-Nr, 2006), 758-59.
11 See, for example, Quran 2:26 (al-Bagara) “God is not embarrassed to strike an analogy,
whether to a mosquito, or to something larger.”

12 It is not clear from the text whether Raghib is referring to a specific book of proverbs by an
unnamed author, or to the genre of books of proverbs. In either case, the Kitab al-Amthal makes
it clear that this phrase refers to the genre of proverbs as opposed to Quranic or poetic analogy.
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In the same category as the genre of proverb collections comes Ibn Mayyada’s poetic state-
ment:

Ml 3 o ol 756 ™ e bl o8 ST

“Make it clear! Is it your right hand that you have placed me in, so I will rejoice? Or have you
passed me over into your left?”*> And the statement of some eloquent men “I see you putting
one foot forward while leaving the other behind—decide which one you want!”*

An Arabic proverb can appear in prose statement, poetic verse, or in the Quran
(which for Raghib is a sui generis divine alternative to prose and poetry).”® The
boundaries and distance between divine revelation, classical poetic canon, and
popular adage disappear. This is the high conceptual level on which theology
and hermeneutics make the Arabic context different from the European, drawing
the proverb away from the universal form Friedrich Nietzsche valorized as “the
aphorism, the apothegm ... the forms of eternity.”*®

Proverbs are also, as we will see with the translations of the seventeen lines
presented by Raghib, culturally specific in a more mundane way. Because their
field of reference is usually everyday life as a prosaic and familiar mirror with
which to explain a universal truth or a divine infinity, the facts on which they rely
change across time and place. Snakes, water wells, archery competitions, and
donkey branding do not occur equally, or with equal significance, either side of
millennial and continental difference.

If the proverb dominates the content of the seventeen quotations under inves-
tigation in this article, what of their language, the two languages between which
Raghib claims they were moved? The cultural specificity of proverbs demands their
translation, if they are to fulfill their universal potential to function in different times

13 Meter: al-Tawil. Ibn Mayyada (Aba Sharahil al-Rammah b. Abrad al-Murri, d. ca. 760). This
same line is attributed to Ibn al-Dumayna (Abt al-Sari ‘Abdallah, fl. ca. 750) by Abu Faraj al-Is-
fahani, Kitab al-Aghani, ed. Muhammad Abi al-Fadl Ibrahim (1964-74; reprint, Beirut: Dar Thya’
al-Turath al-‘Arabi/Mu’assasat Jammal, n. d.), 17:92.

14 Abi al-Qasim al-Husayn b. Muhammad Raghib al-Isfahani. Ms. of Kitab min Kalam al-Raghib
fr’l-Badi‘ (Afanin al-Balagha) [Raghib on the new style], MS 165 (ca. 1300s), Landberg Collection,
Yale University Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, New Haven, CT, fol. 16b.

15 I have reviewed Raghib’s concept of the unique Quranic syntactic structure (nazm) else-
where: Key, “Language and Literature in al-Raghib al-Isfahani,” in Reflections on Language and
Knowledge in Middle Eastern Societies (Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2010).

16 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Portable Nietzsche, ed. and trans. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Pen-
guin, 1977), 555-56.
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and places. To speak to our shared experience of the human condition, proverbs
must be moved from one language to another. And if Raghib maintained the cul-
tural specifics of everyday life on which these proverbs rely, he must have assumed,
or been claiming, that Arabic and Persian were closely related communities.

The Persian Language

Raghib was a scholar of classical Arabic, living with and working on at least four
centuries of classical Arabic literary canon in prose and poetry. It is clear that
when Raghib says this poetry has been “moved over” from Persian he was not
referring to the sort of two-text process with which we are familiar as “transla-
tion.” It is not immediately apparent what language Raghib was translating from,
never mind which texts. The history of the Persian language at this period is a
moving target: complex, regionally diverse, and understudied. One thing we
know for sure is that only forty or so years after Raghib was writing in Isfahan,
another scholar living in the same town wrote one of the most important works of
Persian epic, Vis 0 Ramin, which itself came hard on the heels of the foundational
epic of Persian literature, the Shahnama, written by a contemporary of Raghib’s
on the far eastern side of the Iranian plateau. Raghib must have been one of the
last generations of Isfahanians to be engaged in the dynamic I am investigating,
the movement from Persian to Arabic.

The Islamic conquests of the seventh century had shaken up the language
map of the Middle East, with Arabic steadily displacing the established languages
of Persian in what is now Iran, and Aramaic in what is now Iraq. By Raghib’s
time, the classical register of Arabic-dominated scholarship had created a literary
space that managed to be both flightily innovative and carefully conservative at
the same time. The written work of those scholars who learned this language was,
across the vast territorial expanse from the Oxus River to Spain, indistinguishable
from that of its native speakers. The first great grammarian was a native Persian
speaker,” and Raghib’s slightly younger contemporary, the great philosopher
Avicenna (Ibn Sina, d. 1037), was bilingual.

Two of the three stages of the historical development of the Persian language
remained in play for Raghib. Old Persian, the cuneiform script of the Achaemenid
Empire (sixth to fourth centuries BCE), was no more. But Middle Persian, the lin-
guistic relationship of which to Old Persian has been compared to that of French

17 Sibawayh (Aba Bishr ‘Amr b. ‘Uthman, d. 796); on whom see: M. G. Carter, Sibawayhi (Lon-
don: I. B. Tauris, 2004).
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to Latin,’® and which had been the language of the Sasanian empire (third to
seventh centuries CE), remained in use in restricted areas. New Persian, the lan-
guage of Vis o Ramin and Shahnama epics that would come to supplant Arabic as
the medium of the literature across most of the eastern Islamicate world, had seen
literature composed in it for almost a century.’® While the connection between the
Islamic conquests and the rise of Arabic as a prestige register is clear, the myriad
of reasons for the resurgence of Persian are beyond the scope of this article,
although my references should give the reader an introduction to the information
available.

What literature might Raghib have read, or heard, or thought about? Other
than the classical register of Arabic in which he wrote, Middle Persian had existed
alongside Arabic for the first several centuries after the Islamic conquests of the
seventh century. Middle Persian (parsi/g], also known as Pahlavi) was written
in a script descended from Aramaic, snatches of its poetry are preserved from
the seventh and eighth centuries,?® and we know that its literature included San-
skrit fables and an epic Persian book of kings (a sh@ahnama as opposed to The
Shahnama).** It was the language of the Zoroastrian religion (as well of the Man-
ichaean), and as such remained in use by a clerical and aristocratic elite in areas

18 Gilbert Lazard, “The Rise of the New Persian Language,” in The Cambridge History of Iran, ed.
R. N. Frye (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975), 596.

19 The earliest New Persian poet of whose work a meaningful amount remains is Radaki
(d. 940). His oft-cited poem “Mother of the Wine” can be found together with a record of its per-
formance at court in Milton Gold, The Tarikh-i Sistan (Rome: Istituto Italiano per il Medio ed Es-
tremo Oriente, 1976), 258—64; Tarikh-i Sistan, ed. Muhammad Taqi Bahar (Tehran: Kitabkhana-i
Zavvar, 1935-36), 317-24. See also: Lazard, “Rise of New Persian,” 606-11; John Perry, “Persian,”
in Encyclopedia of Arabic Language and Linguistics, ed. Versteegh et al.

20 Lazard, “Rise of New Persian,” 605. For the history of the languages of Iran, see: Prods Oktor
Skjeervg, “Iran vi. Iranian Languages and Scripts,” in Encyclopadia Iranica, ed. Ehsan Yarshater
(New York: Iranicaonline Website, 2012); Eva M. Jeremias, “Iran: languages,” in Encyclopaedia
of Islam, 2™ ed., ed. P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C. E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, and W. P. Heinrichs
(Brill Online: Brill, 2013); Eva M. Jeremias, “Iran,” in Encyclopedia of Arabic Language and Lin-
guistics Online Edition, ed. Kees Versteegh, Lutz Edzard, and Rudolf de Jong (Brill Online: Brill,
2013); Ludwig Paul, “Persian Language i. Early New Persian,” in Encyclopedia Iranica, ed. Ehsan
Yarshater (New York: Iranicaonline Website, 2013).

21 Lazard, “Rise of New Persian,” 622-25; Skjeervg, Iranian Languages and Scripts; Mary Boyce,
“The Parthian ‘Gosan’ and Iranian Minstrel Tradition,” The Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of
Great Britain and Ireland, nos. 1-2 (1957); Dagmar A. Riedel, “Kalila wa Demna i. Redactions and
circulation,” in Encyclopadia Iranica. See also the Sindbadnama (The prince, the concubine,
and the seven viziers), a Middle Persian collection of tales later “celebrated in Europe as ‘The
Seven Wise Sages.”” Mohsen Zakeri, “Sindbadnama: a Zurvanite Cosmogenic Legend?,” in Early
Islamic Iran: The Idea of Iran, ed. Edmund Herzig and Sarah Stewart (London: 1. B. Tauris, 2012),
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such as Fars, on the eastern shore of the Gulf, where it was still flourishing in the
ninth and even late tenth and early eleventh centuries.??

The bilingual administrators, littérateurs, and politicians who were an inte-
gral part of the new Islamic reality, had translated middle Persian historical
and wisdom literature into the new elite register of classical Arabic on a steady
and professional basis from the seventh century onwards. We will see below
how anecdotes about this process were part of the wit and wisdom that schol-
ars such as Raghib were engaged in producing and reproducing as cultural cap-
ital.”> However, the position of Middle Persian poetry is less clear: for a scholar
such as Raghib in Isfahan at the end of the tenth century the Persian heritage
of great monarchical and administrative achievement was one to be celebrated
and reported upon,?* while any Persian history of literary eloquence in poetry
and prose lay unmentioned in the shadow of the classical Arabic literary canon.
When, in the thirteenth century, Shams-i Qays Razi wrote the first extant work of
Persian poetics, his review of Middle Persian poetry was brief,? despite the depth
of the history. Mary Boyce wrote that the “evidence, scattered and varied though it
is, [has] established the existence in pre-Islamic Iran” of a vast poetic current that
was later both predominantly oral and “appears to have been ... linked invariably
with music.”?® Twentieth- and twenty-first-century scholars observed the failure
of this Middle Persian poetic tradition to continue into the Islamic period, and
supplanted the silence with faith regarding its oral continuation: “[o]f this pro-
duction, which must have been brilliant, there are hardly any traces left, proba-
bly because it was purely oral.”*

42; Ulrich Marzolph, “The Good, the Bad, and the Beautiful: The Survival of Ancient Iranian
Ethical Concepts in Persian Popular Narratives of the Islamic Period,” in Early Islamic Iran.

22 Lazard, “Rise of New Persian,” 609.

23 Louise Marlow, “Advice Literature in Tenth and Early Eleventh-Century Iran and Early Per-
sian Prose Writing,” in Early Islamic Iran; ‘Ali b. ‘Ubayda Rayhani, Persian Wisdom in Arabic
Garb: ‘Ali b. ‘Ubayda al-Rayhani (d. 219/834) and His Jawahir al-Kilam wa-Fara’id al-Hikam, ed.
Mohsen Zakeri, trans. Mohsen Zakeri, 2 vols. (Leiden: Brill, 2007).

24 Sayyid ‘Ali Mir Lawhi, Raghib-i Isfahani: Zindagi va Athar-i *U (Isfahan: Sazman-i Farhangi-i
Tafrihi-i Shahrdari-i Isfahan, 2008), 46-51, 133-39, app. 2.

25 The Clarification of the Measures of Persian Poetry, written ca. 1233. (Shams al-Din Muham-
mad b. Qays al-Razi) Shams-i Qays, al-Mu‘jam fi-Ma‘ayir Ash‘ar al-Ajam, ed. Mirza Muhammad
b. ‘Abd al-Wahhab al-Qazwini and Muhammad Taqi Mudarris Ridavi (Tehran: Intisharat-i Zavvar,
2008), 198-202.

26 Boyce, “The Parthian ‘Gosan,”” 32, 25-26. Cf. Kumiko Yamamoto, The Oral Background of
Persian Epics: Storytelling and Poetry (Leiden: Brill, 2003), xxf.

27 Boyce: “The Arabic conquest can hardly have served to cut this current [of pre-Islamic Per-
sian poetry] off, or to have plunged the poetry-loving Persians into silence for 300 years. Yet
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Orality can never be discounted, as will be discussed below, but Middle
Persian at the time of Raghib was in any case somewhat more than a relic. Richard
Frye has argued for the persistent political influence of Zoroastrian clergy across
Iran and Iraq in the tenth and eleventh centuries, and a consequent preserva-
tion of Middle Persian and disinterest in New Persian.”® Yuhan Sohrab-Dinshaw
Vevaina has shown how the Zoroastrian communities of the ninth-, tenth-, and
eleventh-century Islamicate world worked hard to produce, self-conscious of
their minority status, the canonical texts on which we now rely for information
about the pre-Islamic Persian world.” Our earliest Middle Persian colophon is
from Baghdad in 1020, and while the Avestan script (Avestan being an Old Iranian
language like Old Persian, and the Avesta being the holy book of the Zoroastrians)
dates from the fifth and sixth centuries, our earliest extant Avestan manuscript
is from 1288.3° Middle Persian literature was “an important pivot or transitional
corpus between the largely oral pre-Islamic period [of Zoroastrian literature] and
the highly literate Islamic period [of Zoroastrian literature] in Iran,” and it was
an operative tradition in Raghib’s context, albeit restricted to the conservative
rearguard actions of the Zoroastrian minority.>*

Finally, there was New Persian (Farsi), the gradual setting of a spoken regis-
ter of Persian to Arabic script from the early ninth century onwards. Other than
the script, the difference between New and Middle Persian was largely one of
vocabulary: New Persian added a large number of words from other Iranian lan-
guages, as well as a substantial Arabic vocabulary, to a grammatical and phono-
logical structure largely inherited from Middle Persian.?* The particular spoken
register being set to Arabic script, sometimes referred to as Dari, had first been
spoken in the urban and court center of Seleucia and Ctesiphon (Mad&’in, twenty

during this dark period the old [Middle Persian] poetry seems to have vanished so completely
that thereafter its very existence came to be in doubt.” Gilbert Lazard, “Prosody 1. Middle Per-
sian,” in Encyclopadia Iranica; Boyce, “The Parthian ‘Gosan,”” 32; Yamamoto, The Oral Back-
ground of Persian Epics, xxif., 139f.

28 Roy Mottahedeh, “The Idea of Iran in the Buyid Dominions,” in Early Islamic Iran, 154; Rich-
ard N.Frye, “Die Wiedergeburt Persiens um die Jahrtausendwende,” Der Islam, no. 35 (1960):
471,

29 Yuhan Sohrab-Dinshaw Vevaina, “‘The Ground Well Trodden But the Shah Not Found ...:
Orality and Textuality in the ‘Book of Kings’ and the Zoroastrian Mythoepic Tradition,” in Orality
and Textuality in the Iranian World, ed. Julia Rubanovich (Leiden: Brill, 2015).

30 Ibid.

31 Ibid. These rearguard literary actions did, of course, interact with the Islamic actors and texts
around them. See, for example, Touraj Daryaee, “Apocalypse Now: Zoroastrian Reflection on the
Early Islamic Centuries,” Medieval Encounters 4, no. 3 (1998).

32 Lazard, “Rise of New Persian,” 597.
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miles southeast of where Baghdad would be founded in 762).3* However, the first
courts to patronize its newly expanded and written form were in the East, that
of the Samanid Manstr b. Nah (r. 961-76) in Bukhara (now in southern Uzbeki-
stan),> and of Mahmud b. Sebiiktigin (r. 998-1030) in Ghazna (now Ghazni,
in eastern Afghanistan). The latter court would produce the Shahnama of Aba
al-Qasim Firdawsi around the year 1000. These three languages, Middle Persian,
New Persian, and Arabic, appear in the geographical survey of the tenth-century
scholar Abii Ishaq al-Istakhri (fl. ca. 950):

This is a report on the appearance, clothing, language, and religion of the people of Fars [on
the eastern shore of the Gulf] ... they have three languages. [1] New Persian (al-Farsiyya), with
which they converse; all the people of Fars speak a single language in which they understand
each other with the exception of [certain] verbal forms that differ and which the masses are
unable to pronounce. [2] Middle Persian (al-fahlawiyya), which is language of the books and
histories (al-ayyam) of the Persians and those writings of the Zoroastrians that concern Zoro-
astrian matters. Middle Persian requires explanation (tafsir) for the people of Fars to under-
stand it. [3] Arabic, which is the language of written composition for the state (al-sultan), the
bureaucracy (al-dawawin), and the majority of people (‘Gmmat al-nas).*

Al-Istakhri reads the situation he encountered as the combination of a New
Persian spoken language that is not yet fully functional at all levels of society, an
archaic Middle Persian language, and the new Arabic language of power, which
dominates the written word for all non-Zoroastrian matters.

In the West, and only a generation or so after Raghib, Isfahan would
produce the second most significant New Persian narrative poem after Firdawsi’s
Shahndama, the Vis o Ramin of Fakhr al-Din Jurjani in around 1050.3¢ An interim

33 Lazard, “Parsi et dari: nouvelles remarques,” in Aspects of Iranian Culture in Honour of Rich-
ard Nelson Frye, ed. C. Altman Bromberg et al. (Ames: Iowa State University Press, 1990); reprint
as La formation de la langue Persane (Paris: Peeters, 1995), 141-48. NB: Dari is now the name
for the dialect of Persian spoken in eastern Iran, Afghanistan, and Tajikistan. Skjerve, Iranian
Languages and Scripts.

34 Travis E.Zadeh, The Vernacular Quran: Translation and the Rise of Persian Exegesis (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2012), 302f.; A. C. S. Peacock, Mediaeval Islamic Historiography and Po-
litical Legitimacy: Bal‘ami’s Tarikhnama (London: Routledge, 2007), 14f.; Peacock, “Early Per-
sian Historians and the Heritage of Pre-Islamic Iran,” in Early Islamic Iran, 59-61; Elton Daniel,
“The Samanid ‘Translations’ of al-Tabari,” in Al-Tabari: A Medieval Muslim Historian and His
Work, ed. Hugh Kennedy (Princeton, NJ: Darwin, 2008).

35 M.]. de Goeje and Abii Ishaq Ibrahim al-Istakhri, L. Kitab al-Masalik wa’l-Mamalik, Bibliothe-
ca Geographorum Arabicorum 1 (1870; Leiden: Brill, 1927). 137. My thanks to Yuhan Sohrab-Din-
shaw Vevaina for this reference.

36 Dick Davis, “Vis O Ramin,” in Encyclopaedia Iranica, ed. Yarshater.
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stage in western Iran may have been oral poetry in those western dialects of
Persian that were distinct from both Middle Persian as written in its Aramaic-de-
rived script and from New Persian as written in Arabic script, a poetry now only
preserved in snatches known as fahlawiyyat.” There are also occasional references
to a specific Isfahani dialect of Persian. Hamza al-Isfahani (d. ca. 961, on whom see
more below) gives the example of a phrase for household furnishings, al-khash-i
mash, which he describes as “the Persian of the inhabitants of Isfahan, Persian-
ized from Arabic.”*® The historian of Isfahan al-Mafarrakhi reported, around a
century after the fact,* that a local man had once insulted the Buyid ruler Rukn
al-Dawla (r. 947-77) in an Isfahani dialect Rukn al-Dawla could not understand.*®
It is worth noting, as a reminder of the fluidity of this situation, that al-Mafarrtikhi
wrote in Arabic a century after history writing in New Persian had begun (and was
translated into New Persian after a further three hundred years).*

Nevertheless, sources and scholarship agree that the broad eleventh-century
dynamic for Isfahan was the same as for all the cities and towns of what is now
Iran: a move from classical Arabic literature to New Persian literature. And yet
what I am trying to investigate in this paper is a move in the opposite direction,

37 Ahmad Tafazzoli, “Fahlaviyat,” in Encyclopadia Iranica, ed. Yarshater; Shams-i Qays, al-
Mu‘jam, 2008 ed., 173, 176.

38 Wa-hadhihi ’l-kalimati mawjidatun fi farisiyyati ahli isbahana ’l-mu‘ajjamati min ’l-‘arabiyya-
ti. The phrase does indeed combine the Arabic definite article with the Persian unstressed enclit-
ic vowel “-i” (known as iddfa). Abu ‘Abdallah Hamza al-Isfahani, al-Durra al-Fakhira fU'l-Amthal
al-Sa@’ira, ed. ‘Abd al-Majid Qatamish (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1966), 2:459. Isfahan was, with regard
to its trade connections, more connected to Baghdad in the west than the Iranian west. David
Durand-Guédy, Iranian Elites and Turkish Rulers: A History of Isfahan in the Saljuk Period (Oxford:
Routledge, 2010), 41-43; David Durand-Guédy, “Parsi et dari: nouvelles remarques,” 141-148. NB:
Dari is now the name for the dialect of Persian spoken in eastern Iran, Afghanistan, and Tajik-
istan. Skjeerve, Iranian Languages and Scripts. CF. Paul, Persian Language i. Early New Persian.
39 Mufaddal b. Sa‘d b. al-Husayn al-Mafarrikhi’s Kitab Mahasin Isfahan (The Good Qualities of
Isfahan) was written between 1072 and 1092. Jiirgen Paul, “The Histories of Isfahan: Mafarrukhi’s
Kitab Mahasin Isfahan,” Iranian Studies 33, nos. 1-2 (2000): 117 f.

40 Al-Mufaddal b. Sa‘d al-Mafarriikhi, Tarjuma-i Mahasin-i Isfahan az ‘Arabi ba Farsi, ed. ‘Abbas
Igbal, trans. Husayn b. Muhammad b. Abi al-Rida Avi (Tehran: Sazman-i Farhangi-i Tafrihi-i
Shahrdari-i Isfahan, 2006). 119; al-Mufaddal b. Sa‘d al-Mafarrakhi, Kitab Mahasin Isfahan, ed.
al-Sayyid Jalal al-Din al-Tihrani (Tehran: Matba‘at al-Majlis al-Milli, 1933), 96. Cf. Mottahedeh,
“The Idea of Iran in the Buyid Dominions,” 157. The Buyid dynasty came from Daylam on the
southern shore of the Caspian Sea, and at this period most likely spoke a northwestern Iranian
dialect. Wilferd Madelung, “Deylamites. ii. In the Islamic period,” in Encyclopzdia Iranica.

41 Daniel, “Translations” of al-Tabari; Peacock, “Early Persian Historians”; Peacock, Mediaeval
Islamic Historiography. Al-Mafarriikhi’s history was translated into Persian in the fourteenth cen-
tury: al-Mafarrakhi, Tarjuma-i Mahasin-i Isfahan.
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towards Arabic, just as the momentum towards New Persian started to gather. It
appears unlikely that I will be able to identify Persian texts from which Raghib
moved poetry into Arabic. If he was translating Middle Persian literature, then so
little has been preserved as to make it unlikely that a source will be found. If he
was translating New Persian literature, then so little had been written by his time
that the same is true.

Orality is a persistent question mark. As the discussion above shows, it can
be profitably used to explain an absence of evidence, but this should not make
it analytically disreputable. As Kumiko Yamamoto has shown,** New Persian
epic contains evidence of its oral sources. Furthermore, the interactions between
Persian and Arabic presented below almost all took place in performance situa-
tions. Poetry was spoken aloud, translated aloud, and sung aloud in court. Func-
tional linguistic excellence was understood as the ability to talk to people in the
appropriate way according to the nature of the setting. And yet Raghib’s adab,
even though it was produced to enable the performance of literature in speech,
was written-down material.

Perseo-Arabica Beyond Raghib

The new imperial force of Arabic and the old imperial force of Persian have not
been able, across the last long millennium, to escape the politics of their initial
clash. My aim in this article is to show how Raghib negotiated his Isfahanian
context some three hundred years after Arabic speakers conquered its Persian
past. Abdelfatta Kilito thinks of hierarchy and conflict as soon as he thinks of
translation, and thinks of Arabic and Persian as soon as he thinks of hierarchy
therein. Kilito shares al-Jahiz’s (Abt ‘Uthman ‘Amr b. Bahr, d. 868) interest in an
early (a century prior to al-Jahiz and over a millennium prior to Kilito) preacher
and exegete who placed Arabic speakers on his right and Persian speakers on his
left and explained the Arabic Quran to them separately, with the Arabs first:

Can we imagine the reverse? If Arabs sat to his left and Persians to his right, Arabic would
have become secondary to Persian, which would never have occurred to [the preacher or
al-Jahiz] ... What we learn from this scene is that to speak a language necessitates turning to
one side. Language is tied to a location on the map or to a given space. To speak this or that

42 Yamamoto, The Oral Background of Persian Epics. Vevaina includes a brief review of the
scholarship on the question of the orality of the Shahnama. Vevaina, “The Ground Well Trod-
den.”
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language is to be on the right or on the left. As for the bilingual, he is in constant movement,
always turning, and since he looks in two directions, he is two-faced.*?

As the preceding discussion of the linguistic situation in Raghib’s Isfahan has
shown, language is not necessarily tied to “a location on the map or to a given
space” in the same way as it is in the contemporary world (Kilito’s concern in
his book), with its hegemonic Europe, subaltern Middle East, and postcolonial
dynamics. But as the discussion below of other scholars who found themselves
dealing with the nexus of Middle Persian, Arabic, and New Persian will show,
Arabic and Persian were connected to past and separate spaces, even if the
present saw them on top of each other. The great cities of pre-Islamic Middle Per-
sian-speaking Iran were in a different location to the great deserts and trading
towns of pre-Islamic Arabia. And Kilito’s insight into the two-faced nature (he
deliberately avoids the classicizing reference to Janus) of bilingualism must have
some purchase on our discussion of what Raghib was doing, and how and why he
used proverbs in poetry to do it.

In the review to which I now turn, some were more concerned with the poli-
tics of rival cultures than others, but all of these men (and scholars of language at
this period were always male) reported on literary life at the Perseo-Arabic inter-
stice around the tenth and eleventh centuries. In a work one of whose aims was to
show the superiority of Arabic while at the same time, on the basis of Zoroastrian
scripture, giving Persian a place (below Arabic and alongside Hebrew and Syriac)
in the pantheon of languages of divine revelation,** Abti Hatim al-Razi (Ahmad b.
Hamdan, d. 934) used the cultural and intellectual dominance of Arabic as proof
of that language’s inherent quality.** He used the same logic for poetry: Persian
poetry does not share the qualities that define poetry as a genre in Arabic (meter
and the subject matters of praise, satire, the histories of war, genealogy, and
nature), so that which the Persians have is not “poetry” but rather an interme-
diate state of rhymed prose set to music.*® It is reasonable to assume that al-Razi

43 Abdelfatta Kilito, Thou Shalt Not Speak My Language, trans. Wail S. Hassan (Syracuse: Syra-
cuse University Press, 2008). This short book is a meditation on translation, power, and history
germane to this article. This quotation comes from the second chapter, “The Translator,” which
deals with the mediaeval movements of poetry, prose, and philosophy between Greek, Persian,
and Arabic. Ibid., 21-37.

44 Ahmad Abu Hatim al-Razi, Kitab al-Zina fi’l-Kalimat al-Islamiyya al-‘Arabiyya, ed. Husayn b.
Fayd Allah al-Hamadanli, 2 in 1 vols. (Cairo: Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, 1957). 1:56, 60f.

45 Tbid., 1:61-62.

46 Bayna’l-shi‘ri wa’l-kalami ‘l-manthiir ... bal huwa kalamun qad sajja‘tihu wa-maththalithu bi’l-
alhan. Ibid., 1:122; Zadeh, The Vernacular Qur’an, 198-205.



106 —— Partll: Classical Arabic Literature and Philology

was here talking about poetry in Middle Persian, because he went on to make
a distinction between it and the new poetry that was being composed in New
Persian, for which he had even less sympathy. This new poetry with no history,
which imitated Arabic meter and could not be used to prove anything was, he had
heard, only very recently created by someone in Nishapur.””

The key phrase in al-Razi’s dismissal of New Persian poetry at the time of its
birth was “cannot be used to prove anything” (la hujjata fihi). For professional
scholars engaged in preserving, reproducing, and expanding the elite perfor-
mance space of classical Arabic, the register in which the Quran had been com-
posed, a new form of poetic expression coming from a predominantly oral reg-
ister was useless. It could not be used as a lexical and grammatical resource for
understanding the word of God, nor could it be used by scholars and artists to
demonstrate their mastery of a formal metrical system, complex and innovative
metaphorical structures and practices, and a curated lexicon of fine semantic dif-
ferences. Arabic, of course, was doing all of these things.

It is ironic, and symptomatic of the involved Perseo-Arabic relationship
history with which we are dealing, that the anecdote al-Razi selects to illustrate
this discussion about the lack inherent in Middle Persian poetry is about al-A‘sha
(Maymn b. Qays, d. ca. 625) “one of the most renowned ancient Arab poets,” a
propagandist heavily involved in politics, and a poet with a predilection for the
use of Persian and Aramaic words in Arabic.*® Al-A‘sha was sent on a delegation
to the last Sasanian king, Khusraw II (r. 590-628), and when the king asked who
he was, the courtiers said “suriid giiy-bazi” (singer-musician).*® Al-A‘sha then
recited the following verse:
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I couldn’t sleep; what is this insomnia that prevents my slumber? I am not sick, nor am I in
love.

47 Aba Hatim al-Razi, Kitab al-Zina, 1:123; Lazard, “Rise of New Persian,” 618; Zadeh, The Ver-
nacular Qur’an, 203.

48 Barbara Jockers, “al-A'sha,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 3" ed., ed. Kate Fleet et al. (Leiden:
Brill, 2007).

49 The editor Husayn al-Hamadani records suriid gib-tazi [sic] from the manuscript and sug-
gests kily-tazi in a footnote. Abti Hatim al-Razi, Kitab al-Zina, 1:122. Al-Razi himself translates
(ma‘na qawlihim) the phrase as “singer” (mughannin). Ibid., 124.

50 Meter: al-Tawil. Maymin b. Qays al-A'sha, Diwan al-A‘sha al-Kabir, ed. Muhammad Muham-
mad Husayn (Beirut: Dar al-Nahda al-‘Arabiyya, 1974), 217 (no. 33).
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This is the first line of sixty-two in which al-A'sha first muses on time, fate, and
how being a king is no defense from either (the reason for the insomnia queried
in the first line is “fate, and the events each day brings”), and then moves to
reminiscences about his childhood, invective against his enemies, and praise of
his patron. However, when the question in the first line is explained to Khusraw,
the king assumes a prosaic reason for insomnia unconnected to his own situation
and exclaims “he must be a thief.” Al-Razi’s Khusraw is ignorant and unreflec-
tive on his own situation. Khusraw’s courtiers are reduced to calling al-A‘sha a
“singer-musician” because, according to al-Razi, they have no word for “poet” in
Middle Persian, nor any poetic canon (diwan).”*

Al-Razi does not seek to belittle the historical and geopolitical achievements
of the pre-Islamic Sasanian Empire, but he casts their power as illiterate. Khusraw
hears the poem as a riddle, and with no reference canon in his own language he
fails to hear what al-A'sha is really doing: talking to a king about his power, fate,
politics, and history.* Arabic poetry is not just a metrical system and a rhyme
pattern; it is a self-referential canon of political history that can be drawn upon to
help powerful men consider themselves. Al-Razi was himself first and foremost a
politician, a missionary for a new Islamic movement fighting to persuade rulers
of its vitality and truth, and to establish a new dynasty.>> He knew how important
power and history were, and believed that, despite growing up in ninth-century
western Iran and probably speaking New Persian from birth,>* Arabic was the
primary language with which fate was best contended.

It is clear, not least from al-Razi’s tone, that a degree of cultural conflict
between Persian and Arabic speakers was at play. This is hardly surprising given
the geopolitical context, and the rumbling culture wars that flared up between
scholars across the centuries with which we are concerned were given the name
shu‘tibiyya (concerning peoples), and have been the subject of scholarly atten-
tion.>® Most of the passages dealing with Persian and Arabic in the primary texts

51 Aba Hatim al-Razi, Kitab az-Zina, 1:123.

52 Itis unclear from al-Razi’s presentation how much of the poem he wants his readers to think
al-A'sha recited before Khusraw’s intervention. Had al-Razi’s al-A‘sha reached the sixth line of
the poem as we have it now then Khusraw would have heard a reference to his grandfather, Khu-
sraw I Anashirvan, and al-A‘’sha’s statement that Khusraw I’s wealth was not eternal. al-A'sha,
Diwan, 216f.

53 The Isma‘ili mission (da‘wa) of the eighth and ninth centuries, which established the Fatimid
dynasty in Cairo. H. Halm, “Abt Hatem Razi,” in Encyclopzdia Iranica.

54 Zadeh, The Vernacular Qur’an, 201.

55 Roy P. Mottahedeh, “The Shu‘Qbiyya Controversy and the Social History of Early Islamic
Iran,” International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 7 (1976); Lutz Richter-Bernburg, “Linguistic
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that have been studied are, understandably, those in which clear preferences are
stated and arguments made. This was certainly the case with the passage from
al-Razi above. The sections of al-Jahiz‘s work discussed by Kilito are more ambiv-
alent in their authorial presentation, but the situations described are equally
charged with polemic. However, if I am to understand what Raghib was doing in
Littérateurs’ Ripostes then I will have to identify references to the two languages
that do not occur in a polemical context. Examples abound, for instance the Per-
sian-language book of Hellenistic philosophy written by Raghib’s renowned con-
temporary Avicenna in Isfahan for the Kakuyid ruler of the city, ‘Ald’ al-Dawla,
between 1023 and 1037,°° and the book on the relative merits of the Persian and
Arabic languages that Hamza al-Isfahani (again, on whom see more below) wrote
for the Buyid ruler of Isfahan, ‘Adud al-Dawla (d. 983).””

However, my concern here is poetry, and a good place to look for the two lan-
guages interacting will be the definitive mediaeval account of the Arabic poetic
tradition written by another of Raghib’s fellow Isfahanians, this time from the
previous generation, the much more famous Abu Faraj al-Isfahani’s (d. ca. 970)
Kitab al-Aghani (Book of Songs).>® Abii Faraj begins his entry on the musician and
composer Ibn Muhriz (d. ca. 757) with an account of how this client of an Arab
tribe spent three months each in Mecca and Medina before traveling to southern
Iran (Fars) where he learned the songs of Middle Persian (alhan al-furs) before
doing the same in Syria and Byzantium, finally winnowing down his multilingual
collection and composing a new original mixture for the singing of Arabic poetry
that led to him being called “the harpist of the Arabs.”*® Abii Faraj then goes on to

Shu’tibiya and Early Neo-Persian Prose,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 94, no. 1 (1974);
Zadeh, The Vernacular Qur’an, 160; Scott Savran, “The Arab-Sasanian Narrative in the Early Is-
lamic Historiographical Tradition” (PhD diss., University of Wisconsin-Madison, 2011).

56 The Danishnama-i Ala’t (Philosophy for ‘Ala’ al-Dawla). Dimitri Gutas, Avicenna and the Aris-
totelian Tradition: Introduction to Reading Avicenna’s Philosophical Works (Leiden: Brill, 1988),
114. Of this and Avicenna’s only other work in Persian, M. Achema wrote: “Avicenna’s [vast
amount of] writings in Arabic ... may be described as ‘advanced texthooks.” In marked contrast,
his two books in Persian ... are introductory manuals written for the use of an uninitiated per-
son.” M. Achema, “Avicenna xi. Persian Works,” in Encyclopzdia Iranica.

57 This book is no longer extant, but quoted passages remain: Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti, al-Muzhir fi
‘Ulim al-Lugha wa-Anwa‘iha, ed. ‘Ali Muhammad Bajawi, Muhammad Ab al-Fadl Ibrahim, and
Muhammad Ahmad Jad al-Mawla (Cairo: Dar Thya’ al-Kutub al-‘Arabiyya, 1957), 1:354; Hamza
al-Isfahani, al-Durra al-Fakhira, 1:18-19.

58 On which see: Hilary Kilpatrick, Making the Great Book of Songs: Compilation and the Au-
thor’s Craft in Abii I-Faraj al-Ishahani’s Kitab al-Aghani (London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003).

59 Ab Faraj al-Isfahani, al-Aghani, 1:378.
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quote the following exchange between two of the best-known musicians from the
previous century, Ibrahim al-Mawsili (d. 804), and his son Ishaq (d. 850):

“The first person to sing in the meter of al-Raml was Ibn Muhriz; no one sang in it before
him.”

“Even in Persian?”

“Even in Persian! The first person who sang in al-Raml in Persian was Salmak during the
reign of Hartin ar-Rashid [786-809]; he selected some of the tunes of Ibn Muhriz and moved
(naqala) their tunes over into Persian, and sung them.”®°

Abt Faraj uses the same word for the transposition of melodies from Arabic to
Persian as Raghib uses for the translation of proverbs from Persian to Arabic.
Later, in the entry on Ishaq b. Ibrahim al-Mawsili himself, Ab#i Faraj quotes an
Arabic poem of Ishaq’s that contains a Persian phrase:®!
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He said to me, “Drink the wine, sir!” and then said it again, and jokingly called me “Mr.
Rock.”%?

“Drink the wine, sir!” is in Persian, and Ab Faraj interrupts the poem to add in
Arabic: “This is speech in Persian and its explanation is ‘drink the wine sir!”” The
same bilingual dynamic occurs in the poetry of that most famous poet in Arabic,
Abt Nuwas (d. ca. 813). In a poem about his lust for Zoroastrian boys, the poet
throws in a Persian interjection, “give me one time” (bidih mara yak bari), when
the opportunity for intercourse arrives.®* The same Persian phrase also occurs in
one of the poems that the editor of Abi Nuwas’ collected works, the same Hamza
al-Isfahani we have already encountered and will return to below, describes as
“those poems in which he speaks in Persian.” Hamza concludes this section with
the remark that “there are a total of two hundred Persian words in the poet’s col-
lected works.”%

60 Ibid., 1:379.

61 Meter: al-Tawil. ibid., 5:338.

62 A more literal translation with the same implication of a joking accusation of stubbornness
would be: “he gave me the patronymic ‘father of the rock’ (Aba Safwan).”

63 al-Hasan b. Hani Aba Nuwas, Der Diwan des Abu Nuwds, ed. Ewald Wagner, 7 vols. (Wies-
baden: Franz Steiner; Berlin: Klaus Schwarz, 1958-2006), 5:142; Ewald Wagner, “Aba Nuwas,” in
Encyclopaedia of Islam, 3 ed.

64 Abu Nuwas, Diwan, 5:278-81.
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These anecdotes are, in my opinion, just as representative of the way that
the interaction of the Persian and Arabic languages was described and under-
stood as those anecdotes that spring from the sort of polemical context that has
attracted scholarly attention. Persian and Arabic had, for Abti Faraj, a history
that dated back to before Islam. His opening anecdote for the pre-Islamic poet
‘Adib. Zayd (d. ca. 600), detailed the careers and educational progressions of the
poet, his father, and his grandfather between the Middle Persian-speaking court
of Khusraw Il in Ctesiphon, the Arabic-speaking court of the Lakhmid kings in al-
Hira, and the Arab tribes of what is now southwestern Iraq. The anecdote notes
as salient that ‘Ad1’s grandfather Hammad was the first of his tribe to be literate
in Arabic, that his father Zayd learned Persian from the Persian aristocracy after
having mastered Arabic at home, and that the poet himself was more knowledge-
able than most Persians with regard to the Middle Persian language (al-Farisiyya)
in addition to his mastery of classical Arabic.*

The administrative court Persian that ‘Adi b. Zayd mastered in Ctesiphon was
Middle Persian, and the songs that Ibn Muhriz learned must have been in the
same language. When those same songs were brought back to the court of Hartin
al-Rashid, the Persian must have been New Persian. The milieu across the cen-
turies was bilingual, but not exclusively so: Abii Faraj still needed to translate
the snatch of Persian dialogue that appeared in the poetry, and his sources had
thought it worthy of remark that an Arab poet was also learned in Persian.

Perhaps it is that the sources are only comfortable with the coexistence of the
two languages when poetry is the genre in play. To return to polemics and non-lit-
erary disciplines of scholarship, Abd Rayhan al-Birtni (d. ca. 1050) was working
for a court that was patronizing Persian literature (that of Mahmud of Ghazna, see
above) when he wrote the following:®®

Our religion and the state are Arab twins, the divine power hovers above one of them, and
the hand of heaven above the other. How many times have factions of the different groups,
specifically those from Gilan and Daylam, come together to garb the state in Persian robes
but failed to find a market for their ideas?®” The call to prayer still rings in their ears five

65 Abu Faraj al-Isfahani, al-Aghani, 2:97-101. Similar descriptions of the Perseo-Arabic literary
facility of the Sasanian king Bahram V (r. 420-38) are discussed by Savran, who also shows
how Hirah, through the biography of ‘Adi b. Zayd, became a symbol of Perseo-Arabic harmony
and shared literary pursuits. Savran, “The Arab-Sasanian Narrative,” 147-48, 193-95. For the
genre implications of such connections, see Franklin D.Lewis, “Reading, Writing, and Recita-
tion: San&@’i and the Origins of the Persian Ghazal” (PhD diss., University of Chicago, 1995), 41f.

66 Georges C. Anawati et al., “Biraini, Abx Rayhan,” in Encyclopedia Iranica.

67 Wa-kami ’htashada tawd@’ifun mina ’l-tawabi‘i wa-khassatan al-jilu wa’l-daylamu fi libasi
‘d-dawlati jalabiba ’l-‘ujamati fa-lam yattafiq lahum fi’l-muradi stiqun. 1 agree with Sa‘id’s read-
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times a day, the prayers are still performed, row upon row behind the imams, with that clear
Arabic Quran, preached to them in the mosques with its message of reform for word and
deed, and Islam remains whole and inviolable. Disciplines of knowledge [sciences] have
been translated into Arabic from all parts of the world ...

I can use my soul as an analogy here, for it is sealed with a language that,*® were a discipline
of knowledge to be preserved in it, would astonish in the same way that a camel on a weigh-
ing scale or a giraffe in an irrigation channel would astonish. My soul was then moved over
into Arabic and Persian, for I am foreign to these languages, and I undertake the burden of
learning them both.®®

I would rather be satirized in Arabic than praised in Persian. Anyone who reads a book from
a specific scientific discipline that has been moved [from Arabic] into Persian will confirm
this;’® its luster will have dwindled, its meaningfulness eclipsed, its face will have been
blackened, and it will no longer be useful. Persian is only appropriate for the history of the
Khusraws and for conversations about Layla.”

Al-Birtini’s remark that his mother tongue was neither Arabic nor Persian is a
valuable reminder of the linguistic diversity that persisted in the mediaeval
Middle East, but the most important aspect of this passage for my purpose here
is the clear connection the author makes between the Arabic language and the
Islamic religion and its practice. As Travis Zadeh has discussed in a recent mono-
graph on Persian translations and exegeses of the Quran,” the existence of an
Islamic revelation that claimed to be the exact words of God, couched in Arabic of
unsurpassable eloquence, cannot be ignored when it comes to the Perseo-Arabic
relationship.

ing of ‘ujma as referring to the Persians. The word in question, ‘ujma, is a failure to speak Arabic
correctly, whereas ‘ajam is more common and would have been a clearer reference to non-Arab
ethnic origin. Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Birini, Al-Biruni’s Book on Pharmacy and Materia Medica
[Kitab as-Saydana fTU'I-Tibb], ed. al-Hakim Muhammad Sa‘id and Sami K. Hamarneh, trans. al-
Hakim Muhammad Sa‘id (Karachi: Hamdard National Foundation, 1973), 1:7 (English); Zadeh,
The Vernacular Qur'an, 323; Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Birtini, Kitab as-Saydana fi’l-Tibb, ed.
‘Abbas Zaryab (Tehran: Markaz-i Nashr-i Danishgahi, 1991), 14.

68 Wa-agqisu hadha bi-nafst wa-hiya matbii‘atun ‘ala lughatin ...

69 Thumma muntagqilatun ila ’l-‘arabiyyati wa’l-farisiyyati fa-ana fi kulli wahidatin dakhilun
wa-laha mutakallafun ...

70 Musadiqu qawli man ta’ammala kitaba ‘ilmin qad nugqila ila ’l-farisiyyati ... Abl Faraj al-Is-
fahani, al-Aghani, 2:97-101.

71 al-Biriini, Book on Pharmacy, 1:12 (Arabic), 1:7-8 (English); al-Biraini, Kitab as-Saydana, 14.
This passage has been the subject of commentary by, in order of importance, Zadeh, Hamarneh,
Richter-Bernburg, and Lazard. Richter-Bernburg, “Linguistic Shu’tibiya,” 58f.; al-Birtini, Book
on Pharmacy, 2:29; Zadeh, The Vernacular Qur’an, 322-26; Lazard, “Rise of New Persian,” 631.
72 Zadeh, The Vernacular Qur'an, 214f.
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The subject matter and genre concerns that underpin the polemics of both
al-Razi and al-Biraini are centered on certainty and its linguistic insubstantiation.
The Quran, as the divine basis for a worldly political program, had to be both true
and accurate, and the same held true for the pharmacological discipline al-Bir{ini
was practicing and the lexicographical discipline in which al-Razi was writing.
That lexicographical discipline was a significant carrier of cultural capital, which
required a discourse of certainty precisely because it had at its heart the project
of taxonomizing, understanding, and of course managing the divine vocabulary
of the Quran. Raghib’s most popular work, more widespread than Littérateurs’
Ripostes,” was a glossary of the Quran, and the title of al-Razi’s book quoted
above was, of course, The Book of Illumination in the Arabic Vocabulary of Islam.™

Literature as entertainment however, did not depend to the same extent on a
discourse of certainty. I say literature as entertainment because the nonentertain-
ment function of poetry was to function as a lexical reference point for the Arabic
lexicographical project, the function to which al-Razi referred in his complaint
that Persian lacked a poetic canon (diwan). He meant that Middle Persian, for all
that it was the source of some of the tunes that graced the caliphal court, could
not help scholars deal with the Quran.

The last scholar that I would like to introduce before Raghib may help to
provide the final piece of the puzzle that has now taken shape: Middle Persian
was respected as a source of historical knowledge, and was known to be a source
of musical melody. Arabic was the vehicle of both divine certainty and the dom-
inant literary canon on both aesthetic and hermeneutical grounds. Where was
Persian poetry? Could Raghib possibly have shared al-Razi’s disenchantment
with Middle Persian poetry when he titled his seventeen-strong selection of
Arabic poetry “Lines Moved Over from Persian”? What other ways of understand-
ing the relationship between the two languages were available to him?

The answer lies, I believe, with Hamza al-Isfahani, who has appeared several
times already in this paper at various interstices between Persian and Arabic.
Raghib was not the first scholar to connect Persian to Arabic through proverbs
in poetry. Also from Isfahan, and from the generation immediately preceding
Raghib, Hamza also put together a selection of lines of Arabic poetry and then
described them having been moved over from Persian. With these two men we
have, within the subgenre of proverbs in poetry,” a sub-subgenre in which prov-

73 For the distribution of manuscript copies see: Key, “A Linguistic Frame of Mind,” 262.

74 Abu Hatim al-Razi, Kitab al-Zina.

75 This subgenre is, unsurprisingly given the universal potential of proverbs, not unique to the
Arabo-Persian context: “[p]aremiological poetry constitutes a minor sub-genre of English verse.”
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erbs in lines of Arabic poetry are claimed as originally Persian. This sub-subgenre
makes a claim, and the question is whether that claim was part of a statement
these two men wanted to make about the relative values of their two languages
and cultures.

Although Hamza was older than Raghib, it is conceivable that they were
alive at the same time in the same city, and it is likely that Raghib was aware
of Hamza’s poetic selection when he made his own. Both wrote works of liter-
ary compilation (adab).”® With Hamza, we have more detail on his engagement
with the cross-cultural epistemology of his Perseo-Arabic context, and a fuller
biography. The biographical literature is scant on Raghib,” but it notes Hamza’s
connections to the Persian language; while writing all his extant and attributed
works in Arabic, he was called the most knowledgeable of his era with regard to
Persian, and someone who was unmatched at conducting himself in Persian.”®
He wrote about the sort of Middle Persian poetry that he knew about in the mid-
tenth century in Isfahan,” but more importantly he made a number of theoreti-

Charles Clay Doyle, Doing Proverbs and Other Kinds of Folklore (Burlington: Proverbium, 2012),
89.

76 For analysis of the structure and purpose of Raghib’s adab work, see Stephanie Bowie
Thomas, “The Concept of Muhadara in the Adab Anthology with Special Reference to al-Raghib
al-Isfahani’s Muhadarat al-Udaba” (PhD diss., Harvard University, 2000). Pace Dagmar A. Rie-
del, “Searching for the Islamic Episteme: The Status of Historical Information in Medieval Mid-
dle-Eastern Anthological Writing” (PhD diss., Indiana University, 2004). For an example of how
much conceptual depth can be read in adab compilation, see James E. Montgomery, “Speech
and Nature: al-Jahiz, Kitab al-Bayan wa’l-Tabyin, 2.175-207, Part 3,” Middle Eastern Literatures 12,
no. 2 (2008); Montgomery, “Speech and Nature: al-Jahiz, Kitab al-Bayan wa’l-Tabyin, 2.175-207,
Part 2,” Middle Eastern Literatures 12, no. 1 (2008); Montgomery, “Speech and Nature: al-Jahiz,
Kitab al-Bayan wa’l-Tabyin, 2.175-207, Part 4,” Middle Eastern Literatures 12, no. 3 (2009); Mont-
gomery, “Speech and Nature: al-Jahiz, Kitab al-Bayan wa’l-Tabyin, 2.175-207, Part 1,” Middle East-
ern Literatures 11, no. 2 (2008).

77 See the review in Key, “A Linguistic Frame of Mind,” 32f.

78 Wa la ahsana tasarrufan fihi minhu. Ibn ‘Abdallah al-Hamawi Yaquat, Mu‘jam al-Udaba’: Ir-
shad al-Arib ila Ma‘rifat al-Adib, ed. IThsan ‘Abbas (Beirut: Dar al-Gharb al-Islami, 1993), 1220-21
(no. 436).

79 S. Shaked, “Specimens of Middle Persian Verse,” in W. B. Henning Memorial Volume, ed.
W. B. Henning, Mary Boyce, and Ilya Gershevitch (London: Lund Humphries, 1970), 405; Lazard,
“Rise of New Persian,” 624-25; Abt ‘Abdallah Hamza al-Isfahani, Kitab al-Amthal al-Sadira ‘an
Buyit al-Shi‘r, ed. Ahmad b. Muhammad al-Dubayb (Beirut: Dar al-Madar al-Islami, 2009), 64—
65. And on Hamza’s history writing, see Peacock, “Early Persian Historians,” 62—-65.
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cal remarks about the relationship between poetry and the wisdom contained in
proverbs.®°

In the introduction to his collection of proverbs The Precious Pearl: Proverbs
in Circulation Today (al-Durra al-Fakhira fU'l-Amthal al-S@’ira), after noting the ten-
dency of the Bedouin Arabs to focus their proverbs on the nature and the animals
they observe therein,®! Hamza wrote that an older civilization than the Arabs had
also used the proverb in their speech: the Persians. He goes on to give examples
of proverbs based on comparison to animals from Middle Persian culture in order
to show that the Arabs were not unique in this regard.®? His sources are “books on
Persian politics” and anecdotes about Persian rulers.® This is Persia as a source
of wisdom couched in epithet and anecdotes, what is understood in the sources
as hikma (wisdom).®* It is just as Lakoff and Turner would conclude a millennium
later: “[P]oetry has the power to instruct us in what to notice, how to understand,
and how to conduct our lives. Proverbs are often viewed as the simplest form of
such poetry.”®

In the introduction to his The Book of Proverbs Arising from Lines of Poetry
(Kitab al-Amthal al-Sadira ‘an Buyiit al-Shi‘r) Hamza notes that the “arising” can
happen both with proverbs in circulation that get put into lines of poetry, and
with lines of poetry that become proverbial. When it comes to Persian poetry, he
says that it tended not to rhyme, to be in a single flexible meter, and “to circulate
in the mouths of the people of the Persian age as proverbs, and some of them still
circulate today on people’s tongues.”

Hamza’s section titled “Lines of Poetry Containing Proverbs Moved Over from
Persian to Arabic” (fi Abyat dhat Amthal Mangiila min al-Farisiyya ila al- Arabiyya)
starts with the following introductory passage:

80 See also Korosh Hadissi, “A Socio-Historical Approach to Poetic Origins of Persian Proverbs,”
Iranian Studies 43, no. 5 (2010); Muhammad Tabataba’i, “Amthal-i ‘Arabi va Mu‘adil-i Anha dar
Farsl,” Afaq al-Thaqafa wa’l-Turath [UAE] 5 (1948).

81 Hamza al-Isfahani, al-Durra al-Fakhira, 1:59—-60.

82 Ibid., 61-62. Cf. his section of Arabic poetry based on the (originally Sanskrit) animal fables
of Kalila wa Dimna: Hamza al-Isfahani, al-Amthal al-Sadira, 704-10; Riedel, Kalila wa Demna.
83 Kutub siyasatiha. Hamza al-Isfahani, al-Durra al-Fakhira, 62.

84 See Dimitri Gutas, “Classical Arabic Wisdom Literature: Nature and Scope,” Journal of the
American Oriental Society 101, no. 1 (1981): 61; Rayhani, Persian Wisdom. Raghib follows Hamza
in liberal use of Persian kings and administrators as a source of best practice in politics and
administration throughout his works, as noted above: Mir Lawhi, Raghib, 46-51, 13339, app. 2.
85 George Lakoff and Mark Turner, More than Cool Reason: A Field Guide to Poetic Metaphor
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), 160.

86 Hamza al-Isfahani, al-Amthal al-Sadira, 55-65, 65.
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There are many proverbs that fall into this category, and both good and bad poets have
taken charge of moving them from Persian into Arabic. I have placed two hundred lines in
this [first sub-] section, chosen from among a potential two thousand. There are substantial
differences in quality in my selection.

I have decided not to include the Persian words underneath each line because of the risk of
scribal problems, for when Persian is written in Arabic characters it is difficult to read and
mistakes are made in writing,®” and when mistakes are made in writing the mental content
behind the words is lost and they can no longer function as proverbs.

In this section I have included proverbs transmitted [in poetry] by Abti Nuwas and Salih b.
‘Abd al-Qadds, and their transmission is free of defect. The lines from Abii Nuwas are more
numerous, and those from Salih wiser.%®

In the tenth century, Hamza knew Middle Persian poetry through its proverbs
to such an extent that he was willing to characterize Middle Persian poetry as
largely consisting of proverbs. He also saw poets as the primary group charged
with the task of translation; they took control of the moving-over process (tawalla
naqglaha). And Hamza makes a fascinating remark about writing Persian in
Arabic: is this the voice of an educated man who prefers Persian written in a form
of Aramaic script (Middle) to Persian written in Arabic script (New)? Is the Persian
(al-farisiyya) he is referring to the Middle Persian literature that had been written
in the Aramaic script? If not, why exactly do the scribes find it hard to write a New
Persian they presumably speak in the Arabic script in which they were presum-
ably trained? Such intriguing problems aside, we learn that for Hamza in Isfahan
in the mid-tenth century there was a tremendous amount of Arabic poetry that
he considered to contain proverbs originating in Persian. The less famous poet
he mentions, Salih b. ‘Abd al-Qadiis, was judged by al-Khatib al-Baghdadi to
have written “poetry that was all proverbs and epithetic wisdom and normative
ethical statements.”®® Proverbs were “verbal artifacts ... to be used, adapted, and
enjoyed. In a sense, a proverb is itself [already] a paremiological poem.”*°
Hamza also gives us confirmation that the translation process we are describ-
ing was, in its final form, written rather than oral. He described the sort of texts

87 Wa-taraktu ilhaqa ’l-alfazi ’l-farisiyyati bi-asfali kulli baytin li-ma ya‘ridu ftha min sit’i ’l-kitaba-
ti idh kana ma yuktabu min alfazi ’l-farisiyyati bi-khatti ’l-‘arabiyyati yas‘ubu ‘inda ’l-qir@’ati
wa-yatasahhafu.

88 Hamza al-Isfahani, al-Amthal as-Sadira, 675.

89 Wa-shi‘ruhu kulluhu amthalun wa-hikamun wa-adabun. Abi Bakr Ahmad al-Khatib al-Bagh-
dadi, Tarikh Baghdad aw Madinat al-Salam (Cairo: Maktabat al-Hanghi, 1931), 9:302-5, 304
(no. 4844).

90 Doyle, Doing Proverbs, 100.
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he used as sources: “An informant told me that someone from the area around
Samarqgand known as Aba al-Fadl al-Kishshi had a piece of poetry in the rajaz
meter with the rhyme fixed in groups of four or five lines, into which he had
moved (naqala) four hundred Persian proverbs.”®® The reference to the rajaz
meter raises the possibility that this source was indeed in Middle Persian, for
Hamza’s previous reference to Persian poetry in rajaz came in his description of
the ten thousand sheets of Middle Persian historical poetry that was stored in
their royal libraries.” He also reported on fourteen thousand Arabic proverbs that
were said to have been collected in the ninth century on parchment (al-juliid),
cotton-based paper (al-qutni), and papyrus (al-girtas).*

Perseo-Arabica Within Raghib

Hamza’s selection of lines of Arabic poetry that come from Persian sayings
amounts to four hundred separate examples, so for the purpose of this article
I will restrict myself to the seventeen lines adduced by Raghib. However I will
endeavor, wherever possible, to carry out the task at which Hamza (and presum-
ably Raghib) baulked, that of combining the Arabic verses with their Persian
sources. And indeed, when Raghib cites Persian poetry outside that selection of
seventeen lines, he does sometimes provide the original, although in all cases
Hamza’s prediction of transmission and scribal errors has come true.** Before
dealing with Raghib’s selection of seventeen lines, I will lay out the other refer-
ences Raghib makes to the Persian language.

Outside the Littérateurs’ Ripostes, Raghib makes a number of neutral refer-
ences to the Perseo-Arabic interface. In his ethical work, he gives a Persian ety-
mology (wa-ma‘nahu bi’l-farisiyya) for the word dinar (a unit of currency) in addi-
tion to quoting a Persian phrase for divine thanks (wa-ma‘nahu bi’l-farisiyya),
and making a theological-semantic distinction between kar (action) and kirdar

91 Urjiizatan muhkamatan murabba‘atan aw mukhammasatan qad naqala ilayha arba‘a mi‘'ata
mathala min amthali ’l-furs.

92 See note 18 above.

93 Hamza al-Isfahani, al-Amthal al-Sadira, 65.

94 1 am discounting as unsupported Khwansari’s assertion in Rawdat al-Jannat that Raghib’s
The Path to the Nobilities of the Revelation was written in Persian and included Raghib’s own
Persian poetry. Muhammad Bagir b. Zayn al-‘Abidin al-Khwansari, Rawdat al-Jannat fi Ahwal
al-‘Ulama’ wa’l-Sadat (Tehran: Maktabat Isma‘iliyin, 1970), 3:198. Cf. Mir Lawhi, Raghib, 129f.
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(deed).”® He repeats the dinar etymology in his Quranic Glossary (asluhu bi’l-fari-
siyya ... ay),’® together with the glosses of five other words as being “Arabicized
Persian”: a garment of coarse woolen cloth (balds), hell (jahannam), lumps of
mized stone and clay (sijjil), tent (surdadiq), military leader (iswar), and bracelet
(siwar).’” Hamza has similar etymologies.®® It is important to note, in light of the
problems with the transmission of Persian words in Arabic texts of which Hamza
warned, and that we will see play out below, that in the London manuscript of the
Quranic Glossary, which is the oldest written evidence we have of Raghib’s output
(1018), the scribe gives an accurate Persian rendering of the word for bracelet
(dastvara).

In addition to etymology, Raghib indulges in comparative morphology: in the
entry on the word suradiq, Raghib makes the statement that “the language of the
Persians does not contain singular nouns in which the third letter is alif and there
are two subsequent letters.”®® Raghib’s argument here is that the Quran includes
an Arabized Persian word, but not a Persian word, because the form fu‘alil does
not occur in Persian, a fact which is anecdotally correct.

Littérateurs’ Ripostes sees a number of further etymologies and one-to-one
translations. The griffin (‘anga’ mughrib) is simurk [sic] in Persian “as if it was
thirty birds” (i. e., st murgh).*®° In praise of the scribal arts, kitaba requires gath-
ering both ideas in the heart and words, that is, gathering “two intelligences”
(dhika@’ayn) and Raghib compares this to the potential etymology of the Persian
dabir as being from “two intellects” (du vir).!** The “scholars learned in Persian”
say that the Persian language has no words corresponding to the long list pro-

95 Abi al-Qasim al-Husayn b. Muhammad Raghib al-Isfahani, Kitab al-Dhari‘a ila Makarim
al-Shari‘a [The Path to the Nobilities of the Revelation], ed. Abu al-Yazid al-‘Ajami (Cairo: Dar
al-Salam, 2007), 198, 251, 294; Mir Lawhi, Raghib, 138.

96 Raghib, The Path to the Nobilities, 251; Mir Lawhi, Raghib, 138; Raghib, Mufradat Gharib
al-Qur’an al-Karim [Quranic glossary] (dated 409/1018), in Library of Muhammad Lutfi al-Khatib,
private collection, London. fol. 59a; Raghib, Quranic Glossary, 318.

97 Raghib, Mufradat al-Khatib Collection, fol. 18a, fol. 34a, fol. 79b, fol. 81b, fol. 89a; Raghib,
Quranic Glossary, 144, 210, 398, 4067, 433.

98 Hamza al-Isfahani, al-Durra al-Fakhira, 1:205, 1:228-29. Cf. al-Suyuti, al-Muzhir, 1:354.

99 Al-suradiqu farisiyyun mu‘arrabun wa-laysa fi kalamihimi ismun thalithuhu alifun wa-ba‘dahii
harfan. Raghib, Mufradat al-Khatib Collection. fol. 81b; Raghib, Quranic Glossary, 406—407.

100 Mir Lawhi, Raghib, 137; Raghib, Muhadarat al-Udaba’ wa-Muhawarat al-Shu‘ar@’ wa’l-Bu-
lagha’ [Littérateurs’ ripostes and poets’ and eloquent men’s rejoinders], ed. Riyad ‘Abd al-Hamid
Murad (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 2006). 4:727.

101 Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 1:200. Mir Lawhi’s note includes details confirming the occur-
rence of this etymology elsewhere in the Persian lexicographical tradition. Mir Lawhi, Raghib,
135 (note 1).
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vided by Raghib of names for dishes specific to the occasion on which they are
prepared and to which guests are invited.'®? With regard to hats, a galansuwa is
a kulah in Persian.'®® Raghib explains the Persian fire festival Sada (al-sadhq)
as the Persian’s celebration of the descendants of Adam (i. e., the human race)
reaching one hundred.'®* With regard to games, shabha (lopping off branches)
is najv in Persian.'® When a Persian is asked what people care about most, he
answers ash niyaz va dz, which Raghib translates as (ay) “from poverty (niyaz)
and greed (dz).”*°¢ Raghib gives the Persian name for giraffe (az-zarrdfa): ush-
turkav balang.'® He later describes the incorrect assumption that the Persian
name implies the giraffe to be a cross-breed between a camel and a donkey.'*®
Raghib tells how the Persians in wartime created and named a certain dish razm-
aviird (“war-bringing”), for which Sayyid ‘Ali Mir Lawhi provides a Middle Persian
etymology.'%’

There are also some longer anecdotes that rely on Persian for the punch line.
The first of these relates a Persian lady’s bon mot about the hair of the dog. In his
section on people who drink a lot, Raghib cites a verse of al-A‘sha (d. ca. 625):
“How many a cup have I drunk for its sweetness, and then treated the resulting
hangover with another?”° Raghib then gives an anecdote telling how al-A‘sha
died in the drinking house of a Persian woman who, when asked why he had
died, replied by saying “the ‘with another’ killed him,” quoting the last two words
of the above line (minha biha). Raghib quotes the woman’s Persian (bikushtash)
and glosses it in Arabic (ay gatalahii).'

102 Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 2:565. Mir Lawhi notes that Ustad Miri saw this as a reason to
think that Raghib, not identifying himself with these scholars, did not speak Persian. Mir Lawhi,
Raghib, 130.

103 Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 1:310.

104 Mir Lawhi, Raghib, 136; Anna Krasnowolska, “Sada Festival,” in Encyclopadia Iranica;
Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 4:464.

105 Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 4:881.

106 Ibid., 2:263; Mir Lawhi, Raghib, 134. See Tafadduli’s notes on the transformation of ash into
az: Ahmad Tafadduli, “Barkhi ‘Ibarat-i Farsi-i Miyana dar Muttin-i Kuhan,” Nama-i Farhangistan 2,
no. 4 (Zimistan 1375) (1996): 33.

107 Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 4:708; Mir Lawhi, Raghib, 136.

108 Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 4:784-85; Mir Lawhi, Raghib, 137.

109 Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 2:506; Mir Lawhi, Raghib, 137.

110 Meter: al-Mutaqarib. Wa-ka’sin sharibtu ‘ala ladhdhatin/wa-ukhra tadawaytu minha biha.
al-A'sha, Diwan, 173 (no. 22).

111 Mir Lawhi, Raghib, 134; Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 2:631.
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In his section on the “Names Of Translators,”**? Salih b. ‘Abd al-Rahman, the
translator (naqala [intensifying adjective naqqal]) of the tax register of Iraq from
Persian into Arabic, was asked by a Persian man how he translated fractions into
Arabic. Salil’s successful negotiation of the challenge was met with a curse at the
way the Arabs have wiped out Persian heritage.’® Hamza has a similar anecdote
in the opposite direction, in which Persians at the court of al-Hajjaj b. Yasuf, the
notorious governor of Iraq between 694 and 714, require a witty remark in obscure
classical Arabic to be translated into Persian.''*

Raghib gives an interpretative paraphrase of a bon mot about access to rulers
on a door in Herat that had the following phrase written on it: bi-dar-i badashah
kar ba-dam akharad adrang fazayad (rushing something to the king’s gate
increases the grief),"® which Raghib translates (ay) as “a matter only makes it
through the door of kings with effort, intellect, and persistence.” Raghib adds
that someone else had written below this “whoever has these three things doesn’t
need the ruler.”''® Elsewhere Raghib transcribes but does not translate into
Arabic two very short Persian phrases shouted by rulers at their servants: Yazdg-
erd would say, “night has fallen” (shab bishud) and Bahram would say, “sleep
well” (khurram khusfadh [from the verb khuspidan]). Riyad ‘Abd al-Hamid Murad
notes marginal translations of both in the manuscripts he consulted.*”

The name Qutayba (small camel carrying saddlebags) is explained in Persian
(tafsiruha bi’l-farisiyya) as balan (pack-horse: balani). This is humorous because
when Qutayba b. Muslim is besieging Samarqgand (ca. 700), its master (dihqan)
sends to him a message saying, “Were you to besiege the city for ever you would
not win it, for we find in our books that the city’s gates will only open to [somebody
called] Balan.” Qutayba then conquers Samarqgand by pretending to abandon
siege and leaving chests containing soldiers in a ruse akin to the Trojan horse.'®

112 Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 1:198; Mir Lawhi, Raghib, 134.

113 This story, together with its various sources, is discussed in lively detail by Sprengling in a
1939 article: M. Sprengling, “From Persian to Arabic,” The American Journal of Semitic Languages
and Literatures 56, no. 2 (1939): 196.Cf. Ibn al-Nadim, al-Fihrist, ed. Gustav Fliigel (1871-72; re-
print, Beirut: Maktabat Khayyat, 1966), 1:242.

114 Hamza al-Isfahani, al-Durra al-Fakhira, 2:508.

115 I'would like to thank Dominic Parviz Brookshaw for his help with this sentence, and indeed
for his help and advice throughout my research on this topic. For the sentence, I am following Mir
Lawhi’s reading of the Tehran University Manuscript no. 1884/1885, which is dated 27 Shawwal
1068/28 July 1658. Mir Lawhi, Raghib, 133, 182-85.

116 Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 1:396-97.

117 Ibid., 1:397; Mir Lawhi, Raghib, 135.

118 Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 3:666—67; Mir Lawhi, Raghib, 136.
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The evidence above establishes that Raghib, writing in Arabic, knew Persian.
Often, when he is discussing etymologies the same evidence strongly implies that
he expected his readers to know Persian as well. The next step in my review of
Raghib’s engagement with Persian is his two translations of Middle Persian into
Arabic, which have been studied by Ahmad Tafadduli.

[0.1] In the first of these, Raghib uses the phrase “its mental content is,”**° before
providing the translation into Arabic of a Middle Persian quatrain (dii bayt) about
long-lived animals.?® Tafadduli has reconstructed the Persian from the manu-
script and edited variorums, and discussed the Middle Persian identification of
the word tirist (three hundred):**

B3l FONIES @J.:S*);Jm J}‘U.
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The wild ass lives for eighty years and the vulture for three hundred.
The snake does not die unless someone kills it.3

Raghib’s translation is, “The wild ass lives for eighty years, the vulture three
hundred, and the snake does not die unless it is killed.”

[0.2] The second example, later on in Littérateurs’ Ripostes, sees Raghib give a
line of Persian poetry in his section on descriptions of physical appearance of
the narcissus, and say, “which they set [it] to meter in Arabic (nazami bi’l-‘ara-

119 Ma‘nahu. He uses the same phrase elsewhere; see note 12 above.

120 Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 3:654; Mir Lawhi, Raghib, 133; Tafadduli, “‘Ibarat-i Farsi,”
30-32. Murad omits the word “vulture” (al-nasr), but this error is corrected by the Michigan ms.:
Abii al-Qasim al-Husayn b. Muhammad Raghib al-Isfahani. Muhadarat al-Udaba’ wa-Muhawarat
al-Bulaghd’ [sic]. Isl. Ms. 1015 (dated 1670), Special Collections Library, University of Michigan,
Ann Arbor, fol. 223a. See also Tafadduli, “‘Ibarat-i Farsi,” 31.

121 Tafadduli notes that, according to Lazard, tirist is a Middle Persian word from western Iran.
Lazard, La langue des plus anciens monuments de la prose persane (Paris: C. Klincksieck, 1963), 217.
122 Following Tafadduli’s reconstruction with additional corrections by Vevaina: “ziwéd hastad
gor/tirist *dalmana murw//mar bé né miréd|jud ka-$ be-0 zanéd mard.” Tafadduli, “Ibarat-i
Farsi,” 31. For the suggested *damana and its occurrence in Zoroastrian Middle Persian see:
H. W. Bailey, Zoroastrian Problems in the Ninth-Century Books (Oxford: Clarendon, 1971), 137, 230.
123 Following Tafadduli’s paraphrase: giir hashtad sal mi-ziyad va kargas sisad sal amma mar
namirad magar kast an-ra bikushad. Tafadduli, “‘Ibarat-i Farsi,” 31.
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biyya).”*** When Hamza (potentially Raghib’s source text here) gives the same
Persian and Arabic, he says that he has found the Persian “in the speech of the
Persians” (wajadtu fi kalami ’I-furs) and he introduces the Arabic with the phrase
“its mental content in Arabic is” (wa-ma‘nahu bi’l-‘arabiyya).**

s Olo 53 5% a5 db dyls o * wd 551 W8 e

The narcissus is an emerald shaft/with a pearl growing on it/set with gold at its center.**’

Lo IR 5 ST B L R S S
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And a yellow emerald above a pear], set in gold.

The Persian-Arabic translation in [0.1] is very direct, suggesting that the Arabic
was a gloss produced in response to the Persian, whereas in [0.2] the connection
is of a kind closer to that discussed above with regard to the door in Herat, where
the proverbial thrust of the words in Persian is explained by the Arabic, rather
than those words being directly translated. In effect, the Persian proverbs above
the door in Herat and in [0.1] do not make it across into Arabic proverbs or poetry;
they remain in Persian and are glossed for an Arabic audience. In [0.2], of course,
we have an existing line of (anonymous) Arabic poetry placed alongside an exist-
ing line of Middle Persian poetry, with the authorial contention being that the
two are conceptually connected. This is exactly the dynamic that will characterize
Raghib’s seventeen-line selection of “poetry moved over from Persian.”

If the Arabic and the Persian lines of poetry are preexisting, the question
remains whether Raghib is implying that the act of “moving over” was done by
the Arabic poet at some point in the long history of coexistence between the two
languages, or whether it is being done at the point of compilation by Raghib
himself: are these lines of poetry reflecting (for him) historical moments of lit-

124 Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 4:477-78; Mir Lawhi, Raghib, 133-34. For a further example
of al-Sahib’s spontaneous use of vernacular Persian at court, see: Erez Naaman, “Literature and
Literary People at the Court of Al-Sahib Ibn ‘Abbad” (PhD diss., Harvard University, 2009), 8, 75
(note 125).

125 Hamza al-Isfahani, al-Durra al-Fakhira, 1:314.

126 Following Tafadduli’s reading, which is based on British Museum ADD 18529. Tafadduli,
“‘Ibarat-i Farsi,” 32. The change from “p” to “f” is discussed in Lazard, La langue des plus anciens
monuments, 142.

127 Following Tafadduli’s paraphrase: nargis ba san-i dasta-1 zumurrud ast ke gii’t murvarid bar
an rusta va dar miyana-i an zarr nishanda shuda ast. Tafadduli, “‘Ibarat-i Farsi,” 32.

128 Meter: at-Tawil. Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 4:477-78.
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erary translation, or are they lines of poetry in one language that remind him of
proverbs in another?

The Seventeen Lines

Raghib’s sub-subsection on “lines of proverbial poetry moved over from Persian”
has seventeen entries. I will present them in Raghib’s order, together with English
translations and references to Persian where it can be identified or suggested.'*
Raghib’s original text contains nothing but the title and the lines themselves
beneath it.

[1] The first example is an unattributed and otherwise unknown line of Arabic
poetry. Only its inclusion in this list tells us that it was considered by Raghib to
originate in a Persian proverb:

P
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You always see the rooster on the rooftop, but you disavow the donkey on the rooftop.

[2] Raghib provides the name of the poet in his second example, Muhammad b.
Yahya al-Umawi, although the poetry itself is otherwise unknown:*!

129 The contributions of Professor Ahmad Mahdavi-Damghani, noted in the introduction
above, are marked in the following with an asterisk (*).

130 Meter: al-Tawil. Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 4:852.

131 In addition, I have not been able to identify this figure “Muhammad b. Yahya the Umayyad”
with certainty. One possibility is Ab@i Ghassan Muhammad b. Yahya, who appears in the Kitab
al-Aghani “almost dancing” as he recites some of the poetry of the Umayyad caliph al-Walid b.
Yazid (r. 743-44), then elsewhere is mentioned as the host of the poet Ibn Abi az-Zawa’id (Sulay-
man b. Yahya, fl. ca. 750), and as a source of anecdotes about Sukayna bint al-Husayn (al-Husayn
b. ‘Ali b. Abi Talib, grandson of the Prophet, d. 680). Aba Faraj al-Isfahani, al-Aghani, 7:19, 14:126,
16:154-55. A second possibility is the hadith scholar, and source for al-Bukhari’s canonical Sahth
collection, Muhammad b. Yahya b. ‘Abdallah al-Dhuhli al-Nisabiri (Abd ‘Abdallah, born ca. 786
and d. 87 2), whose name, al-Dhuhli, came from the fact that his grandfather was a knight of
one of the Umayyad caliph Mu‘awiyya’s hostages, a hostage who was freed by al-Qa’qa’ b. Shawr
al-Dhuhli. Shams al-Din Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Dhahabi, Siyar Alam al-Nubala@’, ed. Shu‘ayb
al-Arna’ut (Beirut: Mu’assasat ar-Risala, 1985). 12:273-85, 12:278; al-Khatib al-Baghdadi, Tarikh
Baghdad, 3:415-20.
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2
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Whenever you are inside a robe, and the robe doesn’t cover all of you,
Then don't stretch out in it! Rather, extend your legs as much as the robe will allow.***

A Persian proverb,*3* “don’t let your foot be bigger than your carpet,”’*® was
in circulation around Raghib’s time: his younger contemporary, Asadi Tasi (d.
1073), the author of “the oldest extant Persian dictionary based on examples from
poetry,”3¢ has the following line in his Garshasbnama, a nine thousand line epic
composed “some sixty years after” the Shahnama that “employs archaic Persian
terms as well as Arabic phrases”:*¥”

VJ{)|W°)|”\J‘J|6LU“§A* rl:u‘,e:a)lw\é‘}m 38
Look not for that which will bring terror to you in the end
Don’t stretch your foot out beyond the carpet.
The proverb is still in circulation today, and a 1948 list of Arabic proverbs with
Persian counterparts contained the following pairing:
j‘): le C»a.:lf)-lj.": ;’1-:1;.-) :\‘.A ;L.S]U.é ‘_,’.1:6‘«139

Stretch out your legs to the extent of your robe [Arabic]
Put out your foot to the extent of your carpet [Persian]

132 Meter: al-Wafir. Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 4:852.

133 Cf. “cut your cloth according to your circumstances”; an English proverb “to cut the coat
according to the cloth” meaning to “keep within the limits of one’s means.” See “cut, v.,” in OED
Online (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).

134 See note 24 above.

135 Also: “he made his foot bigger than his carpet” (payat-ra az galim-i khudat daraz-tar nakun/
payash ra az galimash daraz-tar karda ast).*

136 Jalal Khaleghi-Motlagh, “Asadi Tasi,” in Encyclopaedia Iranica.

137 Khalighi-Mutlagh, “Asadi Tasi.” These lines from Tasi are the oldest poetic witnesses
(shawahid) quoted for this proverb by Dihkhuda, author of “the most comprehensive compilation
of Persian proverbs and their citation in works of renowned Iranian poets.” ‘Ali Akbar Dihkhu-
da, Amthal va Hikam (Tehran: Matba‘a-i Majlis, 1960), 1:498; Hadissi, “Poetic Origins of Persian
Proverbs,” 599. For date of composition, Yamamoto, The Oral Background of Persian Epics, 110.
138 ‘Alib. Ahmad Asadi Tasi, Garshasbnama, ed. Habib Yaghm&’i (Tehran: Kitabkhana-i Tahari,
1975), 436.

139 Tabataba’i, “Amthal-i ‘Arabi va Mwadil-i Anha dar Farsi,” 229.
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[3] Raghib attributes his third example to al-Khubzaruzzi (d. 929), and again
appears to be the only scholar to cite the line in question:'4°

SN R TS B 0

We became aware of the bouquet from the beginning of the bottle, and it was because of my
distaste for the introduction that I abandoned completion.

‘Ali Akbar Dihkhuda, twentieth-century author of a dictionary of Persian prov-
erbs, connected the Persian proverb* “dissolute from the first sip of the cup” to a
line from Rami (Mawlana, 1207-73):142

Sl 5)3 w‘ Cu\;).ﬁ J)‘}:;* C.,.w\_g) dada ‘_;‘C,de\.q.:l.ww

Then Solomon said “O hoopoe, is it right that these dregs have risen from thee at the first
Cup?”lld

[4] Raghib’s unattributed and otherwise unknown fourth example:

Ourr
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That which doesn’t resemble its owners can only be the result of theft.

140 Abu al-Qasim Nasr b. Ahmad al-Basri al-Khubzaruzzi. Basran poet and baker of rice (arruz)
bread (khubz), about whom al-Mas‘adi wrote that “most of the modern songs of our time come
from his poetry.” Bibliographic notices referencing this information and providing selections of
his poetry: ‘Umar Rida Kahhala, Mu‘jam al-Mwallifin: Tarajim Musannifi al-Kutub al-Arabiyya
(Beirut: Mu’assasat ar-Risala, 1993). 4:22; Khalil b. Aybak al-Safadi, Kitab al-Wafi bi’l- Wafayat,
ed. Ahmad al-Arn&’at and Turki Mustafa (Beirut: Dar Ihya’ al-Turath al-‘Arabi, 2000), 27:34—
37; al-Khatib al-Baghdadi, Tarikh Baghdad, 13:296-299 (no. 7271); Abii Manstr ‘Abd al-Malik
al-Tha‘alibi, Yatimat al-Dahr fi Mahdsin ahl al-Asr, ed. Muhammad Muhyi al-Din ‘Abd al-Hamid
(Cairo: Matba‘at al-Sa‘ada, 1956). 2:366; Charles Pellat, “al-Khubza’aruzzi,” in Encyclopaedia of
Islam, 2" ed.; Yaqat, Mu‘am al-Udaba’, 2745-47; Abu al-Mahasin Yasuf b. Taghribirdi, al-Nu-
jum az-Zahira fi Muliik Misr wa’l-Qahira, ed. Fahim Muhammad Shaltit, Jamal al-Din Shayyal,
Ibrahim ‘Ali Tarkhan, Jamal Muhammad Mihriz, and Muhammad Mustafa Ziyada (Cairo: Dar
al-Kutub al-Misriyya, 1929-72), 3:276-77; al-Mas‘tdi, Muriij al-Dhahab wa-Ma‘adin al-Jawabhir, ed.
Charles Pellat (Beirut: Manshiirat al-Jami’a al-Lubnaniyya, 1965-79), 5:241-42.

141 Meter: al-Kamil. Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 4:853.

142 Avval-i piyala va badmasti. “Barely a sip and acting the fool.” Dihkhuda, Amthal va Hikam,
1:315.

143 Cf. Quran 27:20. Nicholson’s translation. Jalal al-Din Riami, The Mathnawi of Jalaluddin
Riumi, ed. and trans. Reynold Alleyne Nicholson (1926-40; reprint, London: Trustees of the
E.J. W. Gibb Memorial Trust, 1972), 1:76, 2:68 (1225)

144 Meter: al-Mutagqarib. Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 4:853.
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Hamza gives a Persian proverb, the text of which is almost irretrievably corrupt
(thereby proving his own concerns about scribal failings well founded),*** and
provides “its Arabic explanation” (wa-tafsiruha bi’l-‘arabiyya) as “if you didn’t
give birth to it, it is not your child, and if you didn’t buy it, it is not your slave.”*4¢

[5] Unattributed and otherwise unknown:
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One whose reason is discerning will leave a penny in order to save a pound.

[6] Unattributed and otherwise unknown:
SNy Al 32 Tt ¥l S g e Wi G e

Take care of that [unknown event or unseen thing], for no one knows what’s in the boot
other than God and the cobbler.

An Arabic proverb with a similar meaning is found in al-Maydani’s (Aba al-Fadl
Ahmad, d. 1124) collection of proverbs: “No one but God and the cobbler know
what is in the boot.”*° A Persian proverb in circulation today*: “The dog and the
leather worker know what is in the leather bag.”*>°

145 See page 115 above.

146 The corrupt Persian text reads: oo 4 ¢S 55,5 51,5 I am grateful to Behnam Sadeghi for his
suggestions here; it is likely that the third word should be read nakharida (not purchased), which
would fit with the Arabic explanation. The last word nabanda means “is not a slave.” Hamza
al-Isfahani, al-Durra al-Fakhira, 2:495. Arabic: man lam talidhu fa-laysa bi-’bnika wa-man lam
tashtarihi fa-laysa bi-‘abdika. Ibid.

147 Meter: al-Tawil. Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 4:853.

148 Meter: al-Kamil. Ibid.

149 la ya‘lamu ma fi ’l-khuffi illa ‘llahu wa’l-iskaf. Al-Maydani explains the proverb with the an-
ecdote of a cobbler who unknowingly threw a boot across the room and the dog that had been
hiding inside it barked. According to al-Maydani, the proverb is used for a matter of which the
onlooker is ignorant. Abu al-Fadl Ahmad al-Maydani, Majma‘ al-Amthal (Beirut: Dar Maktabat
al-Hayat, 1961-62), 2:258.

150 Sag danad va pinadiz ki dar anban chist. Professor Mahdavi-Damghani provided the gloss
of “leather bag” (kisa-i charmi) for anban. An alternative wording is “the dog and the cobbler
know what’s in the purse” (sag danad va kafshgar ki dar himyan chist). Dihkhuda also cites the
Arabic line used by Raghib with the substitution of “the dog” for “God.” Dihkhuda, Amthal va
Hikam, 2:984.
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[7] Raghib gives three lines by the poet Ibn Tabataba (d. 956), who was perhaps
one or two generations older.”™ These lines are found in a contemporary com-
pilation of poetry, which like Hamza connects them to proverbs,’ but which
does not connect them to any Persian origin. Instead, the compiler al-Tha‘alibi
(Abt Mansir ‘Abd al-Malik, d. 1038) places these three lines in a selection titled
“from proverbs in circulation among later modern poets (muwalladiin).” This
implies that other poets writing in Arabic in similar contexts (al-Tha‘alibi lived
and worked among poets in eastern Iran) were also mining the Persian language
around them for ideas that could be set to the register of classical Arabic poetry.'>
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I am like him who sells his copper bowl for the price of a drink in secret so that the neigh-
bors don’t know.

After he enjoyed it he remained sick, complaining of a headache, so his companions visited
him.

They called for a copper bowl for him to vomit in and he said “Forget it; if there were a bowl
then there wouldn’t be a hangover.”

151 Ahmad b. Muhammad al-‘Alawi (Abt al-Qasim, Ibn Tabataba). Kahhala, Mu‘jam al-Mu'al-
lifin, 1:239; Katip Chelebi, Kashf al-Zuniuin ‘an Asami al-Kutub wa’l-Funiin, ed. Gustav Fliigel
(London: R. Bentley for the Oriental Translation Fund of Great Britain and Ireland, 1964), 4:281;
Isma‘il Pasha b. Muhammad al-Baghdadi, Kitab Idah al-Makniin fU'l-Dhayl ‘ala Kashf al-Zuniin,
ed. Muhammad Sharaf al-Din Yaltagaya and Rif‘at Bilga al-Kilis1 (1945—-47; reprint, N. p.: Milli
Egitim Basimevi, 1971-72), 2:131.

152 These are the first of Raghib’s selections that can also be found in Hamza’s (longer) list of
Arabic poetry moved over from Persian proverbs. Hamza al-Isfahani, al-Amthal al-Sadira, 680.
153 The book in question, Quoting Proverbs and Ready Replies, was intended, according to
al-Tha‘alibi, to enable its author (“a friend of literature”) to put that literature to the service of
the court by spreading the name of his patron among the book’s readership. The book’s subject
matter is proverbs and ready replies “Islamic and pre-Islamic, Arabic and Persian, royal and
everyday, elite and popular.” Abii Mansiir ‘Abd al-Malik al-Tha‘alibi, al-Tamthil wa’l-Muhadara,
ed. ‘Abd al-Fattah Huluw (Cairo: ‘Isa al-Babi al-Halabi, 1961), 4-5.

154 Meter: al-Kamil. Ibid., 104-5; Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 4:853.
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[8] The next three lines from Rabi‘a al-Raqqi (d. ca. 814),%* are in Hamza’s collec-
tions, as well as the poet’s collected works and a number of other anthologies.*®
Abii Faraj al-Isfahani includes them in al-Aghani, and attributes the melody
to which they were set to both Ibrahim al-Mawsili and the son of an Abbasid
caliph.” Hamza, despite including them in his selection of lines coming from
Persian proverb, reports in his other work on proverbs that the same lines are
“moved over from a long Arab Bedouin narrative.”**® The word for the transla-
tion process is the same whether the source is Arab or Persian: “Moved over”
(mangula).
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For you are like the evil-natured wolf when it says to a sheep while hungry and foodless,

“Is it you that is always vilifying me?” The sheep asked, “when?” and the wolf said, “the
year before last.”

“I was born this year” said the sheep, “you have accused me falsely. Come on and eat me;
and may the food not go down well!”

155 Rabi‘a b. Thabit al-Asadi al-Raqqi (d. ca. 814). Rabi‘a al-Raqqi, Shi‘r Rabi‘a al-Raqqi, ed.
Yasuf Husayn Bakkar (Beirut: Dar al-Andalus, 1984), 37f. In a remark quoted by Abd Faraj in
al-Aghani, Ibn al-Mu‘tazz prefers Rabi‘a’s love poetry to that of Abii Nuwas: it is sweeter and
smoother while Abit Nuwas is cold. Abi Faraj al-Isfahani, al-Aghanti, 16:254-66 (15:391f.).

156 Al-Maydani (whose recension Raghib follows and the numerous variants are detailed in Bak-
kar’s edition) gives these lines without attribution, and with regard to wolves. al-Maydani, Majma‘
al-Amthal, 488, 620. Al-Maydani also gives Hamza’s no longer extant Kitab al-Mu‘aniin as one of
his sources (ibid., 112). Other appearances of these lines are in Ab{ al-Qasim Mahmid b. ‘Umar
al-Zamakhshari, al-Mustaqsa fi-Amthal al-Arab (Hyderabad: Da’irat al-Ma‘arif al-‘Uthmaniyya,
1962), 1:233 (no. 985); Muhammad b. Miisa al-Damiri, Hayat al-Hayawan al-Kubrd, ed. Ibrahim
Salih (Damascus: Dar al-Basha’ir, 2005), 3:203; ‘Abd al-Sattar Ahmad Farraj, Diwan Majniin Layla
(Cairo: Maktabat Misr, 1973).

157 Ibrahim al-Mawsili (d. 804) and Ibrahim b. al-Mahdi (the son of the Abbasid caliph al-Mah-
di, d. 839). Abt Faraj al-Isfahani, al-Aghani, 16:260.

158 Hadith tawil min ahadith al‘arab. Hamza al-Isfahani, al-Amthal al-sadira, 696; Hamza al-Is-
fahani, al-Durra al-Fakhira, 1:294-95.

159 Meter: al-Tawil. Rabi‘a al-Raqqi, Shi‘r Rabi‘a al-Raqqt, ed. Bakkar, 110-11; Rabi‘a al-Raqqi,
Shi‘r Rabi‘a al-Raqqi, ed. Zaki Dhakir al-‘Ani (Damascus: Wizarat al-Thagafa wa’l-Irshad al-Qawmi,
1980), 50-51; ‘Abdallah Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, Tabaqat al-Shu‘ard@’, ed. ‘Abd al-Sattar Ahmad Farraj (Cairo:
Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1968), 166.



128 — Partll: Classical Arabic Literature and Philology

[9] The next single line by Tarih (d. 782),%° is found in a number of anthologies
with alternative attributions, and also attributed to an unnamed Persian proverb
by Hamza (although without mentioning a poet’s name).6!
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And if the ant were endowed with wings to fly then its death would be imminent.

According to al-Jahiz, ants die (in the context of this line) because they are hunt-
able by birds once airborne. And according to the historian al-Mas‘adi (d. 956),
the caliph of A Thousand and One Nights, Hariin al-Rashid, would repeat this line
a great deal after his destruction of that great family of viziers who had served
him, the Barmakids.'®?

[10] A single anonymous line, not found elsewhere, with a similar gist to a current
Persian proverb*: “One almond but forty dervishes” (yak badam va chihil darvish).
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Well fed and watered he got over his desires and said, “A single piece of bread satisfies
everyone.”

160 Tarih b. Isma‘il al-Thaqafi. AbGt Muhammad ‘Abdallah Ibn Qutayba, al-Shi‘r wa’l-Shu‘ara’,
ed. Ahmad Muhammad Shakir (Cairo: Dar al-Athar, 2009), 562-63; Abu Faraj al-Isfahani, al-
Aghani, 4:302-20 (4:741.); Yaqut, Mu‘jam al-Udaba’, 1458-59.

161 Hamza al-Isfahani, al-Amthal al-Sadira, 686.

162 Meter: al-Kamil. Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 4:854. Al-Jahiz attributes this line to Abu
al-‘Atahiya (d. ca. 825), and cites it twice in his section on ants. Abad ‘Uthman ‘Amr b. Bahr al-Jahiz,
Kitab al-Hayawan, ed. ‘Abd al-Salam Muhammad Hartn (Cairo: Mustafa al-Babi al-Halabi, 1966
69), 4:31-32, 4:35-36. Al-Jahiz may have been thinking of Abu al-‘Atahiya’s reputedly four-thou-
sand line epigrammatic rajaz poem known as Dhat al-Amthal (the proverb poem). Robyn
S. Creswell, “Abu 1-‘Atahiya,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 3" ed.; the lines are in Abu al-‘Atahi-
ya’s Diwan. See Isma‘il b. al-Qasim Abi al-‘Atahiya, Diwan Abi al-‘Atahiya, ed. Karim al-Bustani
(Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1964), 61. Abat Mansir ‘Abd al-Malik al-Tha‘alibi, Thimar al-Qulib fU'l-Mudaf
wa’l-Mansub, ed. Khalid ‘Abd al-Ghani Mahfaz (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 2005), 2:90 (no.
701). al-Damiri, Hayat al-Hayawan, 4:106. Isma‘il b. al-Qasim Aba al-‘Atahiya, Sharh Diwan Abi
al-Atahiya, ed. Antwan al-Qawwal (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr al-‘Arabi, 2003), 61. al-Tha‘alibi includes
the line without attribution in his section on proverbs about ants. al-Tha‘alibi, al-Tamthil wa’l-
Muhadara, 376.

163 With badat for istawat. al-Mas‘tdi, Muriij al-Dhahab, 4:256.

164 Meter: al-Tawil. Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 4:854.
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[11] The following is a single anonymous line, not found elsewhere. The ninth-cen-
tury Arabic philologist Tha‘lab (Aba al-‘Abbas Yahya, d. 904) cited a similar
proverb: “If you strike him, you are striking the needle [the point of the awl used
to sew leather].”1%
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He who slaps the needle hurts his palm, and he who gets into an archery competition with
fate will hit his own liver.

[12] The following is cited by Hamza as a line of Arabic poetry originating in a
Persian proverb,'®” and comparable to the current Persian proverb* “If you rec-
ognize the aroma of meat, it is because they are branding donkeys” (agar biu-yi
kabab mishinavi bara-i an ast ki khar dagh mikunand).
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Don’t chase every plume of smoke you see, for fire can be lit to deter.

[13] A single line of anonymous poetry, cited by Hamza as originating from a
Persian proverb,'®® and not found elsewhere:
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He who desires to go down to the well without purpose does not need to count the number
of steps.

165 In latamtahui latamta ’l-ishfa. Edward William Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, 8 vols. (1863—
93; reprint, Cambridge: Islamic Texts Society, 1984, 2003 [2 vols.]), 1575; Abi al-‘Abbas Ahmad
b. Yahya Tha‘lab, Majalis Tha‘lab, ed. ‘Abd al-Salam Muhammad Haran (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif,
1960). 2:589.

166 Meter: al-Raml. Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 4:854.

167 Hamza al-Isfahani, al-Amthal as-Sadira, 678, 682.

168 Meter: al-Sari‘. Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 4:854. In The Fruits of Hearts in Attribution
and Ascription (Thimar al-Qulub fU'l-Mudaf wa’l-Mansub), a work devoted to enumerating things
that are ascribed to other things (such as Joseph’s wolf, or the Prophet’s cloak), al-Tha‘alibi at-
tributes this line to Ibn al-Mu‘tazz (d. 908). He also includes it without attribution elsewhere, as
does al-Maydani (with tatba‘anna for tagsudanna). al-Tha‘alibi, al-Tamthil wa’l-Muhddara, 265;
al-Maydani, Majma‘ al-Amthal, 1:422; al-Tha‘alibi, Thimar al-Quliib, 2:229.

169 Hamza al-Isfahani, al-Amthal al-Sadira, 684.

170 Meter: al-Basit (poetic license allows yuhst to be substituted for yuhsiya). Raghib, Littéra-
teurs’ Ripostes, 4:854.
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[14] A single line of anonymous poetry, cited by Hamza as originating from a
Persian proverb,'”* and not found elsewhere:
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He who has been bitten by a snake once will be seen to be terrified of the rope.

The Persian proverb* “A man bitten by a snake fears a black and white twine” has
a comparable meaning (adam-i mar gazida az risman-i siyah va safid mitarsad),
as does another of Hamza’s selection: “The bitten person is scared of a dog collar
in the dark.”*”

[15] A single line of anonymous poetry, cited by Hamza as originating from a
Persian proverb,”* and not found elsewhere:
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If the wall falls without raising dust then what comes after the fall will raise it.

[16] A single line of anonymous poetry, cited by Hamza as originating from a
Persian proverb,’® and not found elsewhere:
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Like a worm raised in vinegar untouched by the hot wind, as if there were no place in the
world to equal it.

[17] A final single line of anonymous poetry, cited by Hamza as originating from a
Persian proverb,'”® and not found elsewhere:
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What is the prophet of al-Layth but its chief? This is why the chief of Layth is strong.

171 Hamza al-Isfahani, al-Amthal al-Sadira, 685.

172 Meter: al-Sari‘. ‘Abdallah Fikri, Nazm al-La‘al fi’l-Hikam wa’l-Amthal (Beirut: Dar al-Awza‘i,
1984). 157; Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 4:855.

173 Hamza al-Isfahani, al-Amthal al-Sadira, 675.

174 1Thid., 685.

175 Meter: al-Wafir. Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 4:855.

176 Hamza al-Isfahani, al-Amthal al-Sadira, 687.

177 Meter: at-Tawil. Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 4:855.

178 Hamza al-Isfahani, al-Amthal al-Sadira, 693

179 Meter: al-Raml. Raghib, Littérateurs’ Ripostes, 4:855.
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There is a play on words with the Arabic word ‘ung being able to mean both
“chief” or “leader” and, more commonly, “neck,” and the word ghalt meaning
both “strong” and “thick.”

Concluding Remarks

What patterns can be observed from the seventeen examples that make up
Raghib’s selection of “lines moved over from Persian,” in addition to his two
translations of Middle Persian poetry? First, we can probably observe a note on
technical terminology for the translation process. Raghib and Hamza give their
translation process a name: “Moved over” (mangiila). This was a general term
for the process of knowledge transmission, primarily used for passage between
the Arabic of different times and places, but also for passage into Arabic from
other languages such as Syriac or Greek. Other technical terms follow the same
dynamic; Raghib uses the explicative particle ay (that is) and the phrase “its
mental content is” (ma‘nahu), while he and Hamza each use tafsir (explanation
or exegesis) only once (Raghib to move from Persian to Arabic, and Hamza to
move from Arabic to Persian). All these phrases were common in Arabic-to-Arabic
exegesis of the Quran, hadith, and poetry.*8°

Muhammad b. Yahya’s line of poetry in [2] expresses the potentially universal
moral imperative not to live beyond one’s means, and couches it in specific rela-
tion to fabric. A Persian proverb in circulation in the eleventh century used the
same metaphor, exchanging the fabric of a robe for the fabric of a carpet. What
has moved from Persian to Arabic is the proverb, and as the Tiisi citation shows,
the proverb moves in poetry. Chronologically, therefore, Tiisi’s use of the proverb
about material overextension and Hamza’s provision of a contemporary Persian
proverb in [4] prove that we can safely imagine Raghib as having had Persian
versions of his poetic Arabic proverbs in mind, just as his title claimed. Raghib
also decided to make explicit attributions of five of his seventeen quotations, and
these Arabic poets span the eighth ([2] and [9]), ninth ([8]), and tenth ([3] and [7])
centuries. Bearing in mind this careful spread and the fact that Hamza, Raghib’s
predecessor in this mini genre, did not attribute any of the four hundred lines he
adduced to any named or dateable poets, we can suggest that Raghib intended

180 Gerhard Endress adduces the same three technical terms for the translation process. Ger-
hard Endress, “Die wissenschaftliche Literatur,” in Grundriss der Arabischen Philologie II, ed.
Helmut Gétje (Wiesbaden: Dr. Ludwig Reichert, 1987), 3.
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to make the chronological claim that the movement of proverbs from Persian to
Arabic poetry had been taking place for centuries.

What further cultural and political conclusions can be drawn from the infor-
mation presented in this article? I would like to suggest that for Raghib and
Hamza, poetry and proverbs were the way that Persian wisdom gained access to
Arabic literature, and specifically to the prestige canon of that literature, poetry.
By placing, or claiming that others had placed, Persian wisdom that lacked the
linguistic prestige of classical Arabic into an Arabic poetic context Raghib and
Hamza were able to have their cake and eat it. The wisdom was recognized as
Persian, and the language was recognized as Arabic. Prestige was preserved on
both sides. The fact that a local Persian dialect, or written Middle Persian, or
written New Persian, replicated (or even spawned) ideas found in Arabic poetry
served to support and protect their position as Persian speakers who lived in Iran
and only wrote in Arabic.

The significance of the proverb is that it allowed for Persian wisdom to be
crystallized and commodified in this eleventh-century knowledge economy.'®!
The tradition of poetry being exchanged in short quotations of one or two lines
was already well established. The proverb, with its self-contained allusive moral,
was a perfect complement to that quotation dynamic. Persian proverbs in Arabic
poetry were a commodity that could be used to negotiate audiences that were
themselves engaged in negotiation between Persian and Arabic. Proverbs also
facilitated the translation of knowledge from Persian into Arabic. There was no
problematic language-specific aspect to the popular proverb so, unlike so much
of adab culture, the proverb did not rely on the performance of the lexicographi-
cal, grammatical, and phonetic intricacies that came out of scholars’ engagement
with Arabic’s canonical repertoire. And then when these proverbs, regardless of

181 The ability of forms of literature to be particularly commodifiable in certain contexts ap-
pears to be universal. Cintia Santana recently wrote about the late-twentieth-century Spanish
novel between Europe and the Americas that “literature carries special import with respect to
an attendant, if imagined, sense of national community ... novels [in our Perseo-Arabic context,
proverbs] successfully crystallized various national [for us, cultural] and literary anxieties in a
particularly commodifiable way, proving fertile ... soil on which to struggle with the meanings
of literature and Spanish-ness [for us, Persianness and Arabness] in a new European [for us,
Middle Eastern] and increasingly global, framework.” Despite the fact that Santana is (as her
reference to the theories of Benedict Anderson with the word “imagined” makes clear) dealing
with a context in which the concept of the nation-state is operative and hegemonic, her analysis
fits our context with minimal adjustment required. Cintia Santana, Forth and Back: Translation,
Dirty Realism, and the Spanish Novel (1975-1995) (Lewisburg, Pennsylvania: Bucknell University
Press, 2013), 109. On the nationalist anachronism in this context, see Savran, “The Arab-Sasani-
an Narrative,” 21f., 46, 49f.
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whether their origin lay in informal New Persian dialect or formal Middle Persian
verse, were made to settle into Arabic poetry, Raghib and Hamza could associate
the wisdom of Persia they knew with the eloquence of Arabic they performed.
Raghib and Hamza may well have been giving voice to, or responding to, the
resurgence of Persian as a language of literature and its new insubstantiation in
Arabic script.'® Presenting Persian ideas in Arabic poetry helped them to pre-
serve the relevance of the classical Arabic register in which they functioned as
intellectuals, while alluding to their Persian dialect realities. Their sub-subgenre
of Persian proverbs in Arabic poetry is therefore a late and linguistic echo of the
original eighth- and ninth-century Abbasid project to create a functional shared
identity that could marry the prestige of Persian culture with the revolutionary
power of Arabic Islam.!®® Both Raghib and Hamza were producing, performing,
and thereby governing the canon when they wrote their adab compendia; they
were therefore in a position to alter the repertoire of canonized forms in order to
maintain both that canon itself and their position as Persian speakers within it.'8*

182 Cf. Zadeh, The Vernacular Qur’an, 198, 203.

183 As Savran puts it, drawing on the influential work of Tayeb El-Hibri, “The ideology emanat-
ing out of the ‘Abbasid Revolution of a universal Islam uniting the traditions of the Arabs and the
Iranians, was endangered by the increasing attractiveness of Iranian culture among the elites
and the concomitant decline of the Arabs’ power and prestige.” The response was a “pro-‘Ab-
basid, anti-Shu‘ubi ‘master narrative,” or ‘main corpus.’” For example, the famous collection of
pre-Islamic poetry, al-Mufaddaliyyat, was a product of this main corpus, commissioned as it was
by the caliph al-Mansiir (r. 754-75) from al-Mufaddal b. Muhammad al-Dabbi (d. ca. 780). A later
product of the same main corpus was the historian Abii Mansir al-Tha‘alibi’s (fl. 1021) repetition,
in a work dedicated to the governor of Khurasan, of Aba Ja’far al-Tabari’s (d. 923) sympathetic
explanation of pre-Islamic Arab attacks on Fars in the fourth century as being the struggle of
poor and needy Arabs to find sustenance. Savran, “The Arab-Sasanian Narrative,” 13, 18, 108,
122-23; Tayeb El-Hibri, Reinterpreting Islamic Historiography: Hariin al-Rashid and the Narrative
of the ‘Abbasid Caliphate (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 213.

184 My analysis here is influenced by Itamar Even-Zohar’s account of the cultural polysystem:
“Thus, it is the group, which governs the polysystem that ultimately determines the canonicity
of a certain repertoire. Once canonicity has been determined, such a group either adheres to
the properties canonized by it (which subsequently gives them control of the polysystem) or,
if necessary, alters the repertoire of canonized properties in order to maintain control. On the
other hand, if unsuccessful in either the first or the second procedure, both the group and its
canonized repertoire are pushed aside by some other group, which makes its way to the center
by canonizing a different repertoire. Those who still try to adhere to that displaced canonized
repertoire can only seldom gain control of the center of the polysystem; as a rule, one finds them
on the periphery of the canonized, referred to (by the carriers of official culture) pejoratively as
‘epigones’.” On this account, Raghib and Hamza’s efforts were a failure, because New Persian
eventually came to supplant Arabic in Isfahan. Whether subsequent New Persian cultures would
universally condemn those who worked in Arabic as epigones (the less distinguished succes-
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Were Raghib and Hamza conscious that they were giving voice to their bilin-
gual realities? They were, after all, writing in the genre of adab, which was if
nothing else pedagogical, programmatic, and prescriptive. They did not choose
their categories by chance.
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I owe a debt of gratitude to Professor Roy Mottahedeh for bringing Professor
Mahdavi Damghani from Philadelphia to Boston once a week to teach Arabic and
Persian texts during my final years in graduate school. Each week, Michael Coo-
person and I would meet him in a small office in the Center for Middle Eastern
Studies to read classical Arabic literature. Since the three of us had only one lan-
guage in common, Professor Mahdavi Damghani conducted the entire class in
Arabic. Stepping into his office felt like stepping into a living tradition of Arabic
poetry. My favorite part of our lessons was when Professor Damghani would
read aloud a line from the poem at hand, pause, look off, say, “haza yuzakkirni
bi bayt ...” (“this line reminds me of the line by ...”), and recite a line by another
poet from memory. We were thus quite fortunate not just to read, but also to expe-
rience Arabic literature with him. I am grateful for the opportunity to honor one
of my most important teachers at Harvard.

The name Sibawayh is synonymous with Arabic grammar due to his status as
the author of al-Kitab, which, according to Aba al-Tayyib al-Lughawi (d. 351/962),
“people called the Qur’an of grammar.”? Even assuming he built heavily on the
work of his predecessors and teachers, the scope of this work represents a unique
achievement that continues to engage scholars well over a millennium after his
death sometime around 180/796. Few figures loom as large in the history of the
Arabic language—and few are as obscure; Michael Carter calls Sibawayh’s biogra-
phy “almost impenetrably vague.” The earliest biographies of him, written nearly
a century later, provide almost no information about his identity, origin, or death.

Bernards, Carter, Humbert, Marogy, Talmon, Versteegh, and others have
devoted considerable attention to the early history of Arabic grammar and
Sibawayh’s role in it, and have extrapolated as much information as possible
about his life.* I can hardly hope to add anything to their work. Much of their

1 I am grateful to my research assistant, Katie Martins, whose assistance tracking down and
organizing information, translating passages, and discussing ideas was essential to the writing
of this paper. She of course bears no responsibility for any of its shortcomings.

2 Ab al-Tayyib al-Lughawi, Maratib al-Nahwiyyin (Cairo: Dar Nahdat Misr, 1974), 106.

3 M. G. Carter, Sibawayhi (London: . B. Tauris, 2004), 7.

4 See especially Monique Bernards, Changing Traditions: Al-Mubarrad’s Refutation of Sibawayh
and the Subsequent Reception of the Kitab (Leiden: Brill, 1997); Carter, Sibawayhi; Genevieve
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information, however, comes from sources written two centuries or more after
Sibawayh died, leaving the historical Sibawayh a nearly blank page. However, his
life, as it was remembered by later biographers, still offers us a valuable window
on the formative period of Arabic grammar. I propose here to read Sibawayh as
an iconic figure, focusing primarily on works written in the first half of the ninth
century, in search of a view less clouded by the ideologies that formed during
the later ninth and tenth centuries. I will argue that Sibawayh lived at the cusp
of a period of important changes in the study of language, and that he and his
teacher al-Khalil, author of Kitab al- Ayn, wrote their books aiming to describe the
‘Arabiyya,’ and that this project ultimately resulted in the rise of an ideology of
language that survives today.

The afterlife of Sibawayh begins in Ibn Qutayba’s (d. 276/889) al-Ma‘arif
(Everything You Need to Succeed), which contains the first biographical notice
we have:

He is ‘Umar ibn ‘Uthman, and he was best known for grammar. He had come to Baghdad,
and was brought to meet with the grammarians (ashab al-nahw), but was humiliated, and
so he returned, then went on to a city in Fars, and died there while still young. Abi Hatim
told me on the authority of Abti Zayd: Sibawayh used to attend my session (majlis) when he
had two curls of hair (dhu’abatan, a sign of his youth). When you hear him say, “One whose
knowledge of the ‘Arabiyya I trust told me,” he means me.*

Here we find a short name devoid of the common identifiers—no geographi-
cal adjective (nisha), no patronymic (kunya), and no client (mawla) status. Ibn
Qutayba mentions a humiliating trip to Baghdad, and seems to imply a self-im-
posed exile possibly related to it. An anecdote linking Sibawayh to a lexicogra-
pher named Abt Zayd al-Ansari (d. 215/830), author of Nawadir fi al-Lugha (Rare
Words), provides the only connection with another identifiable human being,
and it is one in which Sibawayh appears inferior in both age and knowledge.
This short notice gives no indication of Sibawayh’s future as the “leading imam

Humbert, Les voies de transmission du Kitab de Sthawayhi (New York: E. ]. Brill, 1995); Amal Mar-
ogy, Kitab Sibawayhi: Syntax and Pragmatics (Leiden: Brill, 2012); Rafael Talmon, Eighth-Century
Iraqi Grammar (Cambridge: Harvard Semitic Museum Publications, 2003) and “Nahwiyyin in
Sibawayhi’s Kitab,” ZAL 8 (1982); Kees Versteegh, Arabic Grammar and Qur’anic Exegesis in Early
Islam (Leiden: E.]J. Brill, 1993).

5 I use the term ‘Arabiyya—the term Sibawayh and al-Khalil used—to refer to the language of
pre- and early Islamic poetry and the Qur’an.

6 Ibn Qutayba, Al-Ma‘arif, ed. Tharwat ‘Ukasha (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1969), 544.
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of grammar” (imam a’immat al-nahw), as al-Safadi calls him.” The content of this
brief notice makes it difficult to imagine that he is more than an object of mockery.

At the same time, it is important to keep in mind the purpose of al-Ma‘arif as
spelled out by its author. Joseph Lowry notes that Ibn Qutayba wrote the book as a
prompt for aspiring social climbers who would be mixing with the elite and needed
anecdotes and interesting bits of information;® thus, its entries are not meant to be
biographical. Hence we can assume that it represents at best a partial view of how
Sibawayh was remembered in the mid-to-late ninth-century elite circles. Abii Zayd
al-Ansari’s reported posturing reveals both that people are reading and studying
the Kitab, and that he himself, or the person who spoke on his behalf, felt that he
was in need of Sibawayh’s testimony to enhance his stature.

True biographies start appearing in the middle of the tenth century with a
short one in Aba al-Tayyib’s Maratib al-Nahwiyyin (The Ranks of the Grammar-
ians), and gradually expand into the long and detailed account of al-Qifti (d.
624/1248) which contains detailed names, places, and circumstances.® These
biographies add increasingly detailed information that reflect some aspect of
familiarity either with the Kitab itself or with the scholars whose lives overlapped
with Sibawayh’s. As Talmon points out, some biographers narrate the story of
Sibawayh’s humiliation in Baghdad in ways that reveal their own affinities.™®
This is what Michael Cooperson calls the “reformulation of the past” in Arabic
biographical traditions, which, he observes, “emerges most clearly from the biog-
raphies written to commemorate the exemplars of each tradition.”** Starting with
this earliest source in al-Ma‘arif, a portrait of Sihawayh gradually emerged that,
I will argue, tells us more about the ideology of the ‘Arabiyya than it does about
the man whose name is so closely linked with it. The relationship of Sibawayh to
the ‘Arabiyya in a sense represents the relationship of all its scholars to this most
ideal of languages.

7 Al-Safadi, Khalil ibn Aybak, Al-Wafi bi al-Wafayat (Berlin: Das Arabische Buch, 1997), 66.

8 Joseph Lowry, “Ibn Qutayba,” in Arabic Literary Culture, 500-925, ed. Michael Cooperson
and Shawkat Toorawa, vol. 311 of the Dictionary of Literary Biography (Detroit: Thompson Gale,
2005), 179.

9 Al-Qifti, Inbah al-Ruwat, ed. Muhammad Aba al-Fadl Ibrahim (Cairo: Dar al-Fikr al-‘Arabi,
1986), 2:346—60. Sibawayh’s biography runs nearly fifteen pages printed in this work. See for
a discussion of the expansion of his name Humbert, Les Voies de la Transmission du Kitab de
Sibawayhi, 5-8.

10 Rafael Talmon, “Al-Mas’ala al-Zunbiriyya,” Al-Karmal 7 (1986): 131.

11 Michael Cooperson, Classical Arabic Biography: The Heirs of the Prophets in the Age of
Al-Ma’mun (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 189.
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Studying the ‘Arabiyya

As many have pointed out, it took some time for Sibawayh to gain his status as
the imam of Arabic grammar. Bohas et al., Carter, and Talmon point out that
Sibawayh’s work was not new or exceptional at the time; however, the nature
of that project is not entirely clear.’? The Kitab is assumed to have been com-
piled and propagated at the hands of Sibawayh’s student al-Akhfash al-Awsat (d.
around 830)."® For al-Jahiz (d. 868), this al-Akhfash was the expert in grammar of
his time, and in the Kitab al-Hayawan (Book of Animals) he takes al-Akhfash to
task for his impenetrable writing. The latter’s reply shows us that the teaching of
grammar—but not the writing of books—has become a source of potential profit:

I'said to Abi al-Hasan al-Akhfash: You know more about grammar than anyone, so why do
you not make all of your writings intelligible? How come we understand some of them but
don’t understand most of them? How come you put some of the most abstruse [parts] first
and some of the easiest [parts] later? He said: I am not the kind of man who writes these
books of mine for the sake of God, nor do they deal with matters of religion. If I had written
them in the way you ask me to, people’s need for me would lessen. My goal has always been
personal gain (manala); therefore, I write some of it in this intelligible fashion, so that the
appeal of what they understand will prod them to seek out what they do not comprehend.™*

Despite al-Jahiz’s assessment of al-Akhfash’s status at mid-ninth century, his par-
tially comprehensible grammar has not survived. In fact, several of Sthawayh’s
students are reported to have written grammars, yet it is the Kitab that emerges
at the end of the ninth century. Did the students simply fail to outdo the master?
Were they writing a different kind of work, perhaps a kind of teaching grammar?
Or was there something about the Kitab that gave it staying power in a fiercely
competitive environment?

We may see a clue in al-Jahiz’s mention of Sibawayh twice in al-Hayawan,
once as a rival of al-Kisa’1 in a long list of rival cities, poets, scholars, and the
like over which debate apparently raged at the time, and the second time as
the source of a line of poetry about mountain goats eating snakes.” Elsewhere

12 Georges Bohas, Jean-Patrick Guillaume, and D. E. Kouloughli, The Arabic Linguistic Tradition,
3-6; Carter, Sibawayh, introduction; Talmon, Eighth-Century Grammar, chapter 1.

13 Carter, “Sibawayh,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2" ed., ed. P. Bearman et al. (Leiden: Brill,
1960-2005). Gregor Schoeler argues that the Kitab was planned as a book on the basis of its
organization and the citation language that Sibawayh uses. Schoeler, The Oral and the Written
in Early Islam, 49.

14 Al-Jahiz, al-Hayawan, 1:91-92.

15 Ibid., 7:7; 3:497.
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in al-Ma‘arif (that is, not in the entry on Sibawayh), Ibn Qutayba cites a line of
poetry he read in the Kitab.'® The fact that he does not cite the Kitab in the entry
on Sibawayh merely reflects his lack of interest in book authorship in general in
the Ma‘arif. Still, the fact that both al-Jahiz and Ibn Qutayba seem to be using the
Kitab more as a source of poetry than as a grammar invites further investigation.
Why would both al-Jahiz and Ibn Qutayba be looking for poetry there? The Kitab
contains nearly a thousand verses of poetry. Perhaps its value was as more than
just a compilation of grammatical rules and issues—perhaps it was also a good
place to find citable poetry.

Another clue to the early importance of the Kitab lies in Ibn Qutayba’s orga-
nization of topics involving language. The categories he uses and the placement
of some scholars within them look a bit different than the way they would later
be fixed, suggesting that the constellations of intellectual activity involving lan-
guage may have differed in the late eighth and early ninth centuries from the
patterns that we know from the tenth century on. Ibn Qutayba lists the following
sections together in this order:

“Qur’an Reading Authorities (Ashab al-Qira’at)”

“Readers who Perform with Melodies (Qurra’ al-Alhan)”

“Genealogists and Oral Historians (al-Nassabiin wa Ashab al-Akhbar)”

“Poetry Reciters, Lexicographers and Grammarians (Ruwat al-Shi‘r wa Ashab al-Gharib wa
al-Nahw)”"

All of these sections contain the names of some of Sibawayh’s teachers and con-
temporaries. The scholars listed in these sections specialize in at least one and
often more than one of the following: Qur’an recitation (including the grammati-
cal study of variant readings), oral histories, poetry, lexicography (collecting and
explaining rare and unusual vocabulary), and grammar (nahw). In other words,
all these categories have to do with the study and transmission of the language
and lore of pre-Islamic and early Islamic Arabia.

I include Qur’an-reading authorities here because several of them are listed
twice by Ibn Qutayba, once in this category and a second time in the category
“Poetry Reciters, Lexicographers and Grammarians.” One such reader is ‘Isa ibn
‘Umar, who “spoke gutturally and used rare vocabulary in his speech and his
qird’a.*® This comment implies that in his qird’a he was not just reciting the Qur’an,

16 Ibn Qutayba, al-Ma‘arif, 613.
17 Ibid., 528-46.
18 Ibid., 540.
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but explicating or analyzing it as well.? Several of the best-known grammari-
ans in the eighth and early ninth centuries were also prominent Qur’an readers,
including Abl ‘Amr ibn al-‘Ala’-mentioned often by Sibawayh in the Kitab-and
al-Kisa’l. In fact, Ibn Qutayba mentions Abd ‘Amr ibn al-‘Ala’ in passing in the
category he calls Ashab al-Qira‘at, but notes that “he is better known for lexicog-
raphy and poetry, so we list him with the lexicographers.”*® However, in the tenth
century, Ibn Mujahid designates Abti ‘Amr as one of his seven canonical readers.
Thus Abii ‘Amr is primarily a lexicographer in the ninth century, but comes to be
known as a Qur’an reader in the tenth.*

It seems that the exact nature of the relationship between the study of
grammar and the gira@’at in the first/seventh and second/eighth centuries has
yet to be fully recovered. Studies of the history of the Qur’an focus largely on
variation and stability in the mushaf or written text, but evidence from the gram-
matical tradition suggests that the eighth-century grammarians were concerned
primarily with the recited text. Talmon shows that sophisticated grammatical
activity was well underway in the eighth century among a group of scholars who
called themselves the nahwiyyin.?? Carter notes that “it is even possible, though it
needs further research, that in this period nahwiyyiin referred only to those con-
cerned with the ‘way’ the Qur’an (and possibly poetry) was formally recited.”* I
argue here that Carter’s guess was correct, poetry included. The early grammazr-
ians—at least some of whom were also readers—were not concerned with how
people spoke, or how the Qur’an was written, but how it was performed.** We can

19 Thus it appears that the eighth-century qurra’ did far more than just recite: they analyzed
the text, studied grammar and produced readings based at least in part on their grammatical
knowledge, and probably worked as judges and legal scholars as well, as suggested by Chris-
topher Melchert’s discussion of the ahl al-gira’a, who disappeared as a group sometime during
the ninth century (“Ibn Mujahid and the Establishment of Seven Qur’anic Readings”). There is
thus no need to try as Juynboll did to explain the origin of qurr@’ from qura (“The Qurra’ in Early
Islamic History™).

20 Ibn Qutayba, Al-Ma‘arif, 531.

21 Just how much the gira@’at were in flux is evident from the fact that only four of Ibn Mujahid’s
seven are also found in Ibn Qutayba’s list of twenty; the missing three are the Damascene Ibn
‘Amir, the Meccan Ibn Kathir, and the third the Kufan al-Kisa’i, whom Ibn Qutayba lists among
the poetry reciters, lexicographers, and grammarians. Ibn Qutayba, al-Ma‘arif, 528-32.

22 Talmon, Eighth-Century Iraqi Grammar, 35-37.

23 Carter, Sibawayhi, 5.

24 1 follow here Richard Bauman’s definition of performance in his book Verbal Art as Perfor-
mance: “Performance involves on the part of the performer an assumption of accountability to
an audience for the way in which communication is carried out, above and beyond its referential
content. From the point of view of the audience, the act of expression on the part of the performer
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see in al-Farra”s (d. 207/822) early ninth-century Ma‘ani al-Qur’an an interest in
the way various people recited the text, and some interesting variant readings,
among them:

A similar [case] in which they allow both possibilities if you read it after a long y vowel or
a short i vowel are the passages, “It is in the ‘Umm al-Kitab” [43:4] and “until He had sent
to their center a messenger” [28:59]; it is permissible to read a short u vowel on the alif of
umm and ummiha or to read it with a short i in both places because of the position of the
[immediately preceding] y.*

In other words, in the early ninth century, al-Farra’ reports that some people are

reading “fi ’imm-i al-kitab” instead of “fi 'umme-i al-kitab” and “’immiha” instead
of ““ummiha.” The written text is not of concern to him here; rather, he is analyz-
ing performances of the Qur’an. The kinds of variation recorded by al-Farra’ are
surprising in their divergence from the more narrow variation that was canonized
in the tenth century, but they are not random: only variations that follow linguis-
tic principles are allowed. The derivation of grammatical rules seems therefore
not to have grown out of a stable text but rather variable performances, a situa-
tion that happens to parallel that of poetry.?®

In addition to the Qur’an, the centrality of poetry to the study of grammar
is well known. Poetry makes up the bulk of the material that Sibawayh and the
other early grammarians use as data and proof texts. Nonetheless, it is rather
surprising that Ibn Sallam al-Jumahi (d. 232/846) devotes the majority of the
introduction to his Tabagat al-Shu‘ara’ to a history of the study of the ‘Arabiyya,
beginning with Aba al-Aswad al-Du’ali as the first person to set down rules.”” Ibn

is thus marked as subject to evaluation for the way it is done, for the relative skill and effective-
ness of the performer’s display of competence ... Additionally, it is marked as available for the
enhancement of experience, through the present enjoyment of the intrinsic qualities of the act
of expression and gives license to the audience to regard the act of expression and the performer
with special intensity” (emphasis added). Richard Bauman, Verbal Art as Performance, 11 and
note 4.1 explore the implications of identifying the ‘Arabiyya as a performance register in a sep-
arate project.

25 al-Farrd@’, Ma‘ani al-Qur’an, ed. Ibrahim Shams al-Din (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya,
2002), 1:16.

26 Mustafa Shah (“The Early Arabic Grammarians’ Contributions to the Collection and Authen-
tication of Qur’anic Readings: The Prelude to Ibn Mujahid’s Kitab al-Sab‘a”) argues for the early
separation of the two fields on the basis that grammarians had different goals and interests than
Qur’an scholars, and starts from the premise that Qur’an scholars’ primary aim was to preserve
the Qur’anic text. This assumes a degree of uniformity in the performed text that I suspect is
exaggerated.

27 Ibn Sallam al-Jumahi, Tabaqat al-Shu‘ar@’ (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 2001), 29, 32.
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Sallam goes on to note several differences of opinion on grammatical matters
between figures such as Abd ‘Amr and ‘Isa ibn ‘Umar, and reports that he asked
Sibawayh himself about his opinion on a disagreement concerning the grammat-
ical ending on the imperfective verbs in Qur’an 6:27.

The linguistic relationships that link the study of the ‘Arabiyya, poetry, and
the Qur’an are clear enough. However, it is less clear why a book containing biog-
raphies of poets begins with a brief history of the development on the origins of
Arabic grammatical study and questions of vocalization of a Qur’anic verse. We
may take it as evidence that, until at least the beginning of the ninth century,
activities surrounding the knowledge and study of the ‘Arabiyya were conceived
as a coherent field of study. Marie-Andrée Gouttenoire observes that the second-/
eighth-century Basran and Kufan scholars, whom she calls les savants iragiens,
had “polymorphous” linguistic interests that centered around the transmission
of material that she calls the “fond arabo-bedouin,” the pre-Islamic and early
Islamic heritage that includes poetry and oral histories.”® Everhard Ditters,
responding to an article by Zubayr Sa‘di, calls this activity a kind of corpus lin-
guistics.”

Kalam al-‘Arab: The Corpus

If, as appears to be the case, a corpus of material corresponding to a recognized
cultural category constituted the primary focus of this distinguished group of
scholars, then we should be able to find an Arabic term for this concept. I propose
that this corpus of pre-Islamic poetry, formal speeches, and tribal war (ayyam)
material is what grammarians and others refer to as “kalam al-‘arab.” 1 argue that
“kalam” here does not refer to everyday speech (as Ditters and others assume) but
rather to performed speech given in a recognized register, that of the ‘Arabiyya,
and “Arabs” does not constitute an ethnic term so much as a cultural one: those
Arabs who participated in the performance and culture of kalam. The categories
that Ibn Qutayba lays out—Qur’an reciters, oral historians, and preservers of
poetry—delineate the areas of the kalam corpus, the body of material that schol-

28 Gouttenoire, “Les enjeux de ’écriture biographique relative aux savants iragiens Du II/VIII®
siécle et a leur transmission du fond Arabo-bédouin,” Bulletin d’études orientales 57 (2006—7):
44-146. As she points out, the meaning of the adjective “bedouin” is far from clear; I suspect that
this term underwent some reinterpretation during the ninth and tenth centuries as well.

29 Ditters emphasizes the difference between corpus linguistics then and now, and assumes
that informal speech constituted part of the corpus (“Arabic Corpus Linguistics in Past and Pres-
ent”).
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ars were expected to know. The final category in this group—scholars of poetry,
rare and unusual vocabulary, and grammar—includes those who study the ‘Ara-
biyya, the language of the kalam corpus. I believe it is likely that the two terms
developed more or less together, since the body of material is hardly separable
from the register of language that defines it. In fact, they define each other.

The term al-Arabiyya is used by al-Khalil and Sibawayh in Kitab al-Ayn and
the Kitab respectively. It is a term that deserves analysis. Although adjectival
in form, al-‘Arabiyya is used by these two scholars only as a noun, never as an
adjective. Moreover, it contrasts with the Qur’anic term lisan ‘arabi, “an Arabic
language” (the only term used in the Qur’an to refer to Arabic) in two important
ways: the former is feminine and definite, and used as a noun and not an adjec-
tive; whereas the latter is masculine and indefinite, and used only as an adjec-
tive that modifies lisan. The indefiniteness of lisan ‘arabi clearly indicates that
the revelation occurred in one of an unspecified number of Arabic dialects, and
not in a single standard language or register, which probably did not exist at the
time. Since the word lugha still meant “variant” or “dialect variant” at the time
of al-Khalil and Sibawayh, we cannot explain the feminine form of ‘Arabiyya as
referring to al-lugha al-‘arabiyya, “the Arabic language,” at that time. More likely,
the word ’arabiyya uses the feminine marker t@’ marbiita’s secondary function as
an abstract-noun marker to refer to the abstract concept of the language of the
corpus, including grammar and lexicon. Ibn Qutayba says of Hammad al-Salama:
“He knew the ‘Arabiyya and (or ‘including’) grammar (nahw).”3° The fact that Ibn
Qutayba distinguishes the two suggests that the ‘Arabiyya includes other areas of
knowledge. This distinction makes sense if we interpret the ‘Arabiyya to be the
language of the corpus including its linguistic material, lexicon, and grammatr.

Another remark by Ibn Sallam about Himyar provides additional evidence of
the special status of the ‘Arabiyya: “Their language is different from ours and their
‘Arabiyya is different from ours” (lisanuhum ghayru lisanina wa ‘arabiyyatuhum
ghayru ‘arabiyyatind).>* Here language and the ‘Arabiyya are clearly distinguished
from each other, and since lisan means “language,” we may surmise that the ‘Ara-
biyya of Himyar refers to their corpus of poetry and other performed genres. This
remark distinguishes the Arabs from the Himyarites while suggesting that the two
cultures shared the concept of a special register of language considered to be dis-
tinct from that of speech or language in general.

The two closely related terms and concepts of the ‘Arabiyya and kalam al-‘arab
frame the activity of the eighth-century scholars. The concept of the corpus also

30 Ibn Qutayba, Al-Ma‘arif, 503.
31 Al-Jumahi, Tabagat al-Shu‘ara’, 29.
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helps us understand why early grammarians are also deeply engaged in Qur’an
recitation, poetry, and lexicography of unusual words (gharib), which presum-
ably are not well known precisely because they are reserved for use in the ‘Ara-
biyya. The contents of Kitab al-‘Ayn and the Kitab show us that the corpus of kalam
al-‘arab consisted mostly of poetry and the Qur’an. Al-Khalil defines the ‘Arabiyya
as “their poetry and proverbs (amthal) and formal speeches (mukhatabat).”* The
Kitab gives us a good idea of the materials that eighth-century scholars were col-
lecting: its indices list over one thousand lines of poetry, over four hundred verses
of the Qur’an, dozens of tribal affiliations, and seven hadiths, some of which have
a formulaic ring to them, such as a phrase the Prophet is said to have used in
prayer: subbithan quddiisan rabba al-mald’ikati wa al-rith (Most praised and most
holy, Lord of the angels and the spirit), and an alternate version, subbiihun qud-
diisun, rabbu al-mala’ikati wa al-rith.>?

By the time of al-Khalil and Sibawayh, the kalam al-‘arab corpus is more or
less fixed and assessable. Al-Khalil makes statements on whether certain words
and patterns are “part of the corpus” (min kalam al-‘arab), such as sal-nadl: Dirt-
iness of every kind, with no usage in the ‘Arabiyya (min ghayr isti‘mal f1 al- Arabi-
yya).”** Sibawayh offers frequency judgments for some of the structures he talks
about, using phrases such as “this occurs more than I can describe for you in the
corpus,” and “this rarely/often occurs in the corpus.” Both scholars repeatedly
state that a certain word or structure is or is not part of, or occurs rarely or fre-
quently, in the ‘Arabiyya or the kalam al-‘arab. It is worth recalling that the Kitab
and Kitab al-‘Ayn were among the very first, if not the first, books conceived and
composed as such.* The scope of both works was ambitious: to present as com-
prehensive as possible a description of the ‘Arabiyya.

If these two books, conceived and set in motion by teacher and pupil, con-
stituted a joint project to define and describe the language of this corpus, their
project seems to signal the end of one era and the beginning of another. Carter
points out that Sibawayh uses the word nahwiyyiin as if the latter constituted a
group to which he (and by extension al-Khalil) do not belong.3¢ Those nahwiyyiin
must have worked with the eighth-century savants iragiens to collect and trans-
mit material the way it had been done in times past: person to person, by experts
and their apprentices. As we shall see below, by the time Sibawayh’s biographers

32 Al-Khalil ibn Ahmad, Kitab al-Ayn, 1:47.

33 Sibawayh, Al-Kitab, 1:327.

34 Al-Khalil ibn Ahmad, Kitab al-Ayn, 8:41.

35 Gregor Schoeler, Oral and Written In Early Islam (London: Routledge, 2006) 49, 151.
36 Carter, Sibawayhi, 4-5.
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reconstruct the highlights of his career, they imagine “Bedouin” informants
waiting outside the caliph’s door to be summoned to answer a question. There is
little connection between them and the kalam al-‘arab.

Sibawayh’s Project

Perhaps, rather, Sibawayh and his teacher shared a project that was distinct
from the work of those nahwiyyiin. The nahwiyyiin’s project was, as Carter spec-
ulated, to define the rules of performance for the Qur’an and poetry, and their
primary focus was most likely that corpus. The Kitab al-‘Ayn and the Kitab, on
the other hand, can easily be imagined as reference works for the ‘Arabiyya, with
the primary focus on the language, and they may well have been undertaken by
al-Khalil and Sibawayh in agreement with each other. Scholars of the Kitab have
long noted its descriptive stance, and contrasted that to later prescriptive gram-
mars. Sibawayh was describing, but the fact that he could do so signals the end
of the living corpus tradition, and the decoupling of the ‘Arabiyya from its corpus.
In part, this decoupling was an historical inevitability, due to the freezing of the
corpus material. Yet there are also indications that al-Khalil and Sibawayh’s joint
project to describe the language of the kalam al-‘arab may have aimed to detach it
from the corpus so that it could survive on its own.

This hypothesis means that the informants of the eighth century had a differ-
ent position than those of the tenth century. Gouttenoire notes that the “Bedouin
informants” in the eighth century look quite different than the tenth-century
characters, who appear in courts and majalis:

11 semble qu’il faille bien distinguer cette premiére génération de Arab-bédouins du II/
VIIIE siécle des informateurs bédouins que nous rencontrons dans les coulisses des salons
a Baghdad, dans la littérature des majalis ou du Kitab al-aghani, par example. Durant
les deux premiers siécles de I'islam, dans les amsar iragiennes, ce role devait étre moins
codifié, plus spontané dans le sens ot les Arab- bédouins n’en avaient pas encore fait pro-
fession et source de profit. C’est 1a encore une des spécificités de ce II/VIII® siécle durant
lequel ces savants bédouins eurent un role majeur.’”

Leaving aside for a moment the question of what “bedouin” means, we may
suppose that by the tenth century, the kalam al-‘arab has been reinterpreted as
the speech of bedouins. As Gouttenoire observes, the “Arabs” come to take on
the role of informants in a subservient role, and we shall see this in Sibawayh'’s

37 Gouttenoire, “Les enjeux de I’écriture,” 54.
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biography, in which the humiliation to which Ibn Qutayba alludes takes on full
dramatic force by the tenth century. In al-Zubaydi’s (d. 371/981) biography of him,
Sibwayah is challenged by rival al-Kisa’i, who has arranged for ethically chal-
lenged Bedouin to stand idly at the palace door waiting to be summoned and
asked a question or two.>®

In contrast, Sibawayh does not identify his informants as Arabs or bedouin. In
many places he cites “a trustworthy person” (man yiithaq bihi) or “one whose ‘Ara-
biyya is trustworthy” (man yiithaq bi-‘arabiyyatihi). Bernards’s exhaustive study
of grammarians of the first four centuries reveals that many of the eighth-century
scholars were non-Arabs, and a large percentage of the linguistic scholars identi-
fied by Ibn Qutayba were mawali.>® In this context, the claim of Abfi Zayd al-Ansari
to be the person whose ‘Arabiyya was trustworthy is noteworthy because he is
one of a very few ethnic Arabs who were part of the eighth-century group. The
fact that his name is used hints at a shift in how the ‘Arabiyya was viewed during
the ninth century. Thus, within the framework of the ‘Arabiyya and its corpus,
we may propose that the early generations of “trustworthy” transmitters of the
corpus were more than informants answering questions—they were the authori-
ties. However, when Sibawayh says “he whose ‘Arabiyya is trustworthy,” he both
admits that authority and already begins to undermine it: although he is reporting
the judgment of experts, he is the one determining who those experts are.

Stories of poets going out into the (always unspecified) desert reflect a
tenth-century search for the kind of lineage that Cooperson talks about, the
legitimacy of the ‘Arabiyya. Such legitimacy had come to be understood through
lineage by the time of al-Mutanabbi, by way of example, but lineage was not to be
had in the case of the ‘Arabiyya or the corpus. Therefore, another kind of direct
connection had to be made, and since tenth-century scholars understood the
corpus to have originated among the “Arab-bedouins” in “the desert,” the closest
connection possible was one of place, unspecified though it was. Sibawayh did
not go out into the desert in search of the ‘Arabiyya, and in fact by his time schol-
ars who did so may not have found much. The culture that gave rise to and sus-
tained the pre-Islamic poetic tradition must have changed significantly by the
eighth century. Ibn Sallam notes that the reciting of poetry all but stopped during

38 Al-Zubaydi, Tabagat al-Nahwiyyin wa al-Lughawiyyin, ed. Muhammad Abi al-Fadl Ibrahim,
27 ed, (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1973), 68—69.

39 Monique Bernards, “Pioneers of Arabic Linguistic Studies,” paper presented at the Tenth
Conference of the School of Abbasid Studies, July 5-9, 2010, Katholieke Universiteit Leuven, Bel-
gium.



The Iconic Sihawayh = 153

the conquests.*® Good or gifted poets like Jarir who might have remained with his
tribe in a pre-Islamic era went instead to seek other performance venues, such as
al-Mirbad, as means to fame and a better livelihood.*

The Ethnic Turn of the Ninth Century

The important point is that kalam al-‘arab is for the eighth-century scholars the
corpus of the ‘Arabiyya, and thus in grammatical contexts these ‘arab are not just
any ethnic Arabs, or Bedouins, but rather those who are authoritative transmit-
ters of this language culture. When Sibawayh says, “one of the Arabs who can be
trusted” (ba‘d al-‘arab al-mawthuiq bihi), he is not talking about an ethnic Arab
with good grammar but rather a participant in the culture of the ‘Arabiyya whose
knowledge of the register and its corpus is reliable. This of course implies that
there were many “Arabs” whose knowledge of the language and corpus was not
reliable, and also that Sibawayh himself felt capable of determining whose ‘Ara-
biyya was trustworthy and whose was not. We do not know how he and others
judged the proficiency of those who could be trusted to perform it accurately, but
can assume that they are in Basra, not in the Arabian Peninsula. There are no
reports of Sibawayh or other early grammarians going out into the desert to learn
the ‘Arabiyya.

In the eighth century, then, the ‘Arabiyya appears to have been considered
not so much an ethnic attribute as rather a cultural possession. In the ninth
century, however, the word ‘arab in the context of kalam al-‘arab seems to have
been reinterpreted as an ethnic term. In the eighth century, the kalam al-‘arab
clearly represents a cultural and linguistic corpus to which scholars of Arab and
non-Arab ethnicity had full access. In the ninth century, however, the meaning
of kalam al-‘arab must have become unlinked from the corpus. As the “‘arab”
of kalam al-‘arab came to be understood ethnically and not in terms of a partic-
ular linguistic and cultural competence, kalam came to be understood literally
as “speech.” The shift in meaning of al-‘arab in kalam al-‘arab probably coin-
cided with the rise of the Shu‘itbiyya and a closely related language ideology that
became part of the history of Arabic ever after.*?

40 Al-Jumahi, Tabagat al-Shu‘ara’, 34.

41 Kristen Brustad, “Jarir,” in Cooperson and Toorawa, Arabic Literary Culture, 244.

42 The relationship between the rise of the Shu‘tibiyya and the shift in language ideology is a
question I hope to explore in a future study.
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The ideological shift that occurred during the ninth century becomes evident
in the comparison between two versions of the emergence of grammar. Ibn
Sallam, writing in the early ninth century, notes that “the kalam al-‘arab was ‘dis-
turbed’ (idtaraba), and instinct (al-saliga) [in speech] took over.”*? In other words,
kalam al-‘arab is contrasted here with natural speech. He subsequently points out
that Islam and the wars of conquest preoccupied people and the transmission of
poetry underwent a period of disruption, which limited the material that survived
from pre-Islamic Arabia.** In other words, the production and transmission of
poetry and the corpus in general was dependent on the culture of pre-Islamic
Arabia, and this culture all but ended with the advent of Islam. Here we see kalam
al-‘arab used to mean corpus.

Some eighty years later, Abii al-Tayyib al-Lughawi writes his version of this
story in the introduction to his Maratib al-Nahwiyyin: “Know that the first [aspect]
of the ‘speech of the Arabs’ that became defective and was thus in the direst need
oflearning was the case inflection system, because grammatical error appeared in
the speech of the mawali and those that assimilated into Arab society.”* Clearly,
the kalam al-‘arab in Abi al-Tayyib’s text no longer refers to the corpus; rather, the
word “Arabs” has been reinterpreted ethnically and contrasts with mawatli, and
kalam refers to speech in general. Writing in Aleppo, far from the hub of corpus
activity in Basra, Kufa, and Baghdad, Abt al-Tayyib may have misunderstood Ibn
Sallam’s comment about the kalam al-‘arab becoming “disturbed” and drew the
only possible conclusion, given the time frame of Abii al-Aswad al-Du’ali’s life:
things had already started to unravel at the beginning. He also must have known
that there were mawali in Mecca and Medina in pre-Islamic times.*® Since it made
no sense that the “Arabs” were responsible for the decline of their own language,
the only logical conclusion was that the foreigners were the ones to shoulder the
blame.

As Carter notes, grammar does not become a fully theorized enterprise until
the ninth or tenth century.*”” During the eighth century, it was closely connected
with the corpus, and did not constitute a stand-alone field. Sibawayh studied and

43 Al-Jumahi, Tabagat al-Shu‘ara’, 29.

44 1bid., 34.

45 Abt al-Tayyib al-Lughawi, Maratib al-Nahwiyyin, 23.Ironically, immediately following this
claim, Aba al-Tayyib reports that even the caliph Abti Bakr admitted to falling short himself:
“Abu Bakr, May God be Pleased with Him, said: ‘To recite [Qur’an] and leave something out is
preferable to me than to recite with error.””

46 See on this Patricia Crone, Meccan Trade and the Rise of Islam, 246.

47 M. G. Carter, “When Did the Arabic Word Nahw First Come to Denote Grammar?,” Language &
Communication 5, no. 4 (1985): 266.
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wrote about grammar, but in order to do that, he had to know the corpus quite
well. Al-Suyiiti reports a testimony from al-Jarmi, a mid-ninth-century grammar-
ian who studied under Sibawayh’s student al-Akhfash, that Sibawayh knew 1,000
of the 1,050 lines of poetry in the Kitab.*® This report also suggests significant
changes between late eighth and late ninth centuries: whereas the eighth-century
grammarians knew the corpus of the ‘Arabiyya intimately, ninth-century gram-
marians perhaps less so. Sibawayh himself would have had to know the corpus
fairly well in order to feel capable of evaluating someone else’s knowledge of it.
Subsequent generations may not have been able to make this judgment, and thus
were not able to add new data to the study of grammar. This explains why gram-
marians of the following centuries largely copied Sibawayh’s examples, and rep-
resents another reason for the longevity and importance of the Kitab.

End of an Era?

It seems likely that Sibawayh belonged to one of the last generations for whom
the corpus was a living entity that they could collect, study, and transmit. During
the eighth century, the culture of the ‘Arabiyya must have gradually lost ground
to new pastimes such as theological debate and other types of public entertain-
ment. In addition, the exchange between al-Jahiz and al-Akhfash cited above sug-
gests that many changes took place between the death of Sibawayh sometime
around 795 and the death of al-Akhfash sometime around 830.Sibawayh died
soon before the opening of a paper factory in Baghdad, after which book writing
and copying quickly spread. In less than thirty years, al-Akhfash was writing
books for people hoping that they would read on their own and then come to him
for further instruction. I do not mean to imply here that the production of books
heralded a transition from oral to written. On the contrary, the oral-performance
component of transmission may be seen clearly in the ubiquitous use in the Kitab
and elsewhere of the verb ‘anshada, “to recite (a poem or line of poetry).” Oral
and written transmission survived through the ninth century, at least, as two
complementary and necessary aspects of transmission, not two alternate means
thereof, and the status of Arabic grammar is directly linked to this cultural phe-
nomenon. It is likely that the performative nature of the ‘Arabiyya contributed to
the maintenance of the dual oral-written nature of the transmission of knowledge
and the acts of teaching and learning.

48 Al-Suyuti, Bughyat al-Wu'at fi Tabaqat al-Lughawiyyin wa al-Nuhat, 229.
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The project of Sibawayh and al-Khalil to describe the ‘Arabiyya as a living
language fits into Dimitri Gutas’s view of the early Abbasid project, which he calls
the shift from “Arab” to “Arabic,” that is, from a culture based on ethnic “Arab-
ness” to one framed linguistically by the Arabic language.*® The ‘Arabiyya was
not a language of everyday speech, and what the Kitab aimed to do was to show
that the language did in fact constitute a system that could be brought to life
and used outside its previous performative contexts. In other words, rather than
save the ‘Arabiyya from the fate of the foreigners (‘ajam), Sibawayh and al-Khalil
aimed to make it accessible to them and to everyone.

However, neither project succeeded. In the ninth century, the ethnic was
reasserted over the linguistic: kalam al-‘arab was in the eighth century the
purview of scholars but in the ninth, tenth, and later, it was reclaimed as a prop-
erty of the ethnic Arabs. The ninth century is also when we begin to read that the
‘ajam were the ones to blame for the decay of the ‘Arabiyya. The attempts to make
the ‘Arabiyya the language of speech—the by-now logical meaning of kalam in
kalam al-‘arab—succeeded but also failed. It did become a universal language,
but an ideal and idealized one that could never quite be mastered, as the iconic
Sibawayh shows us in his biographies.

A Humiliating Meeting in Baghdad

Of the fifty-two words in Ibn Qutayba’s biography of Sihawayh, the single word
that has the greatest impact in later biographies is ustudhilla, “he was humili-
ated.” Ibn Qutayba says that Sibawayh was “brought together with the grammari-
ans, and (as a result, fa-) was humiliated.” There is no mention of a context for the
humiliation, and we are left to interpret, as later biographers were obliged to do.
It is almost as if Ibn Qutayba left the details out on purpose, perhaps precisely to
give room for the clever reader to interpolate or editorialize, no doubt, the kind of
talk that would have been suitable for an important social occasion. It may be that
some of those interpolations at high-society gatherings became the fodder of later
biographies such as that of al-Zubaydi. However, if Sibawayh was brought to meet
with other grammarians—though there is no evidence of grammatical activity in
Baghdad in the late eighth century—it is unlikely that the meeting would have
involved a contest, since grammar was not yet an independent field of study in
Sibawayh’s time. Thus it is not likely that grammar contests were being held at the
court of Hariin al-Rashid under the auspices of Fadl al-Barmaki or anyone else.

49 Dimitri Gutas, Greek Thought, Arabic Culture (London: Routledge, 1998), 191.
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Rather, this competition between Sibawayh and his rivals is a projection
of the practice of comparison and competition that spread during the ninth
century. In fact, al-Jahiz himself may have contributed to the dramatization of
the Sibawayh-al-Kisa’i rivalry by listing the pair in the Kitab al-Hayawan as one
of a number of debated “relative merit” topics current in his time.*° It is widely
accepted that the Basran-Kufan rivalry was a ninth- and tenth-century projection
back on the eighth century, and it is interesting that al-Jahiz also lists al-Kiifa
and al-Basra as rivals in this same list, as one of a series of geographic rivalries:
“[This book] is not about favoring Basra over Kufa, or Mecca over Medina, or the
Sham over the Jazira,” and he goes on to list what must have been the debate
topics of the day. Down in this list, after the pre-Islamic poets Imru’ al-Qays and
al-Nabigha, jurisprudents Malik and Aba Hanifa, after the musician/singers Ibn
al-Surayj and al-Gharid, he mentions Sibawayh and al-Kisa’i.>* The human ten-
dency to argue over things that al-Jahiz notes, combined with the (real or imag-
ined) stories of lavish rewards for success in court competitions, surely made Ibn
Qutayba’s mention of a trip to Baghdad, seat of the caliphate, seem verifiable to
later biographers.

The performative nature of the ‘Arabiyya must have enhanced these stories.
Competition was part and parcel of the culture of ‘Arabiyya, starting with pre-Is-
lamic poetry. It was also part of the nature of the ‘Arabiyya itself, a register of lan-
guage used primarily in certain marked contexts, with rules agreed upon by audi-
ence and performer, and in which form is as important (or more) than content. In
the Hayawan and elsewhere, the verb ‘anshada, “to recite,” is often used to cite a
line of poetry.

The social isolation of Sibawayh that we see in his early biographies extends
to what we might call a cultural marginalization. Bernards has documented that
the majority of early grammarians were ethnically Persian, but most of them were
known by Arabic names or kunyas. Sibawayh’s biographers found three kunyas
for him: Abii Bishr, AbQi ‘Uthman, and Abd Hasan, but he is not called by these
names, only by the name Sibawayh, which some biographers take care to hypoth-
esize means “apple scented” in Persian. Together with the mysterious return to
Fars, this “otherness” distances Sibawayh from anything Arab and makes him a
quintessential “other.” Despite (or because of) his deep knowledge of the ‘Arabi-
yya, Sibawayh is remembered as an ethnic Persian in every way: name, origin,
and place of death.

50 Al-Jahiz, Al-Hayawan, 7:7.
51 Ibid.
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In contrast, Sihawayh’s senior linguistic authority, Abti Zayd al-Ansari, is
an Arab. This juxtaposition is not surprising to find in a ninth-century Shu‘ibi-
yya-era work. The anecdote puts Sibawayh in a subordinate position to Aba Zayd
in three ways: social position, age, and knowledge of the ‘Arabiyya. Abti Zayd was
one of several scholars who were both born before Sibawayh and lived longer
than he did, and thus it is quite plausible that he was the source of information
on Sibawayh. Taking the anecdote at face value for a moment, and assuming that
Abii Zayd is the source, it is unclear why he would have felt the need to compete
with a younger non-Arab. He has the upper hand ethnically, and does not need to
be in direct competition with Sibawayh, who moreover devoted his life to study-
ing and teaching the ‘Arabiyya. It thus appears that Ibn Qutayba’s portrayal of
Sibawayh is already colored by Shu‘iibi undertones.

The Road Not Taken: Sibawayh Errs at Hadith

One of the most prominent anecdotes found in later biographies of Sibawayh
explains that he came to study grammar after being humiliated at hadith. Here, the
theme of humiliation, familiar to us from the Ma‘arif, is transferred from grammar
to another field. Apparently Sibawayh needed a reason to study grammar in the
post-Shu‘iibiyya era; it might have seemed illogical that an ethnic Persian with a
Persian name with no obvious connection to Arab society would have come from
Fars to study nahw. While hadith could be seen as a logical choice in any case,
several details found in Sibawayh’s early biographies and in the Kitab seem to
provide the seeds of this particular narrative.

The following version of the anecdote is found in al-Zubaydi’s Tabaqat
al-Nahwiyyin:

Abt ‘Ali al-Baghdadi said, “Sibawayh was born in a village in Shiraz called al-Bayda’, in
the governorate of Fars. Then he went to Basra to write hadith, and became a regular in
the circle of Hammad ibn Salama. While he was reciting his notes back to Hammad on the
hadith of the Prophet, ‘I could, if I wanted, find fault with every one of my companions,
except Aba al-Darda’,” Sibawayh said ‘Abii al-Dard@’,” thinking that it was the subject of the
verb laysa. Hammad said, ‘You have erred, Sibawayh. That is not what I said; rather, laysa
here is a particle of exception.” Sibawayh then said, ‘I will seek knowledge about which you
will not be able to accuse me of making mistakes!” So he followed al-Khalil and excelled.”*

52 Tabagat al-Nahwiyyin, 66. The Arabic of the hadith is, “laysa min ashabi illa man law shi’tu
la-’akhadhtu ‘alayhi laysa Aba al-Darda’.”
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The story of Sibawayh studying hadith with Hammad ibn Salama is interesting on
two counts. One is the error Sibawayh makes when studying with him: he misun-
derstands and incorrectly vowels a construction with the grammatically complex
category of exception (istithna’). It just so happens that this is a topic that Sibawayh
treats very thoroughly in al-Kitab, and this seems to be an unlikely coincidence—
given that Sibawayh made an error in his studies, this particular topic, and this
particular hadith, present a logical and convincing story. The second interesting
facet of this report is the identity of the teacher, Hammad ibn Salama, whom Ibn
Qutayba lists in the Ma‘arif as one of the hadith authorities, although “it is said
that he was an expert in grammar (nahw) and the ‘Arabiyya, and that Sibawayh
the Grammarian heard and learned by dictation (istamla) from him.”** Perhaps
al-Zubaydi concluded that Sihawayh took dictation in hadith, since from a later
perspective it made little sense that expert Sibawayh would study grammar and
the ‘Arabiyya with Hammad, who was by then remembered as a muhaddith and
not as a scholar of the ‘Arabiyya. However, Ibn Qutayba also listed Hammad as an
expert in nahw and the ‘Arabiyya. Hence it seems more probable, given the data
in the Kitab, that Sibawayh was actually taking dictation in poetry.

In later biographies, starting with those in Tarikh Baghdad and al-Anbari’s
Nuzhat al-Alibba’, Sihawayh comes to study law.>* This is a logical conclusion
that someone who had read the Kitab very carefully would reach. Carter has also
noticed the preponderance of legal terminology in the Kitab, which he believes
shows the close links between the development of grammar and the development
of law. He describes one particularly long section:

Sibawayh explores how deals are struck, beginning significantly with the grammar of kalla-
mtuhu fahu ’ila fiya “I spoke to him face to face” and baya‘tuhu yadan bi-yadin “I traded
with him hand in hand” (i. e. for cash), where the dependent (nasb) forms are obligatory,
since they are not literal, but simply mean “immediately, on the spot,” no matter how phys-
ically close the listener might be. In other words the legal (utterance) meaning is different
from the overt (sentence) meaning: by saying these words in this form a legal obligation
is created regardless of their literal meaning. This leads to a whole string of commercial
expressions.>

The many examples in the Kitab that Carter astutely observes support the hypoth-
esis that Sthawayh is not only describing the ‘Arabiyya, but is also putting that
description in service of new usages of the ‘Arabiyya. Here, it seems, the perfor-

53 Ibn Qutayba, Al-Ma‘arif, 503.
54 Al-Khatib al-Baghdadi, Tarikh Baghdad, 14:100; Ibn al-Anbari, Nuzhat al-Alibba@’, 54.
55 Carter, “Pragmatics,” 31-32.
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mance venues of the ‘Arabiyya have expanded beyond poetry and Qur’an and
attendant Arabian cultural genres into legal and theological performances and
perhaps beyond.>® Sibawayh may or may not have come to Basra to study law, but
he succeeded, in theory at least, in making the ‘Arabiyya not just a language of
performing the corpus but also a language of public speaking.

The Question of the Wasp

The final humiliation of Sibawayh is known as “The Question of the Wasp”
(al-Mas‘ala al-Zunburiyya), a story so well known it has a title. In it, Sibawayh’s
grammatical knowledge is once again put to the test, and he fails. Or does he?
Al-Zubaydi tells three versions of this story. In the first, Sibawayh arrives in Iraq
and pays a respectful visit to al-Kisa’i, who lays a trap for his rival:

[Al-Kisa’1] came to Ja’far ibn Yahya ibn Barmak and al-Fadl ibn Yahya ibn Barmak and said:
“I am your protégé and companion. This man has come just to take away my position.” The
two of them said, “Think of a trick that will help you, because we are going to bring you
together.” They were brought to meet each other in the Barmakid’s majlis. Shawayh arrived
by himself, and al-Kisa’i arrived with al-Farra’ and al-Ahmar and other companions. They
asked: “How do you say ‘I used to think that the scorpion had a stronger bite than the wasp,
but they are the same,’ do you say fa idha huwa hiya or huwa iyyaha?” He said, “I say fa idha
huwa hiya.” The group approached him and said, “You are mistaken.” Yahya ibn Khalid ibn
Barmak said: “This is a difficult situation, how can one judge between you?” They replied:
“Those Bedouins are at the door.” Abi Jarrah was brought in, along with others who served
al-Kisa’i and his companions as informants. They said: ‘fa idha huwa iyyaha.’ The session
ended with the conclusion that Sibawayh had erred. The Barmakids gave him [money], and
got some more for him from Haran al-Rashid, and then he was sent back to his land. It is
said that not long after that, he died of grief.>”

Sibawayh loses the battle, but it is implied that the informants were bribed. Of par-
ticular note here is that these Arab informants act like Gouttenoire’s tenth-century
informants (if in fact those existed at all), and not like the eighth-century savants
she describes. Despite the lip service paid to the importance of their opinion,
these Bedouin (a‘rab) have nothing to do but sit outside the Caliph’s door waiting
until they are called to testify. Their morals are also called into question, a theme

56 I am grateful to Michael Cooperson for linking the performative aspect of the ‘Arabiyya to
kalam, “(theological) debate.”
57 Al-Zubaydi, Tabagat al-Nahwiyyin, 68.
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even more evident in the second account. Here, Sibawayh goes directly to Yahya
ibn Barmak, who asks him about the issue that brought him:

Sibawayh said: “I came so you would help me meet al-Kis&’1.” [Yahya] said: “Do not do
that, because he is a sheikh of Baghdad and its Qur’an reader, and teacher of the caliph’s
son. Everyone in the city is for him and with him.” But [Sibawayh] insisted that he arrange
for the two of them to meet. So [Yahya] informed al-Rashid of his request, and he ordered a
meeting between the two, and set a date. When that day came, he went to al-Rashid’s palace
and found that al-Farra’, al-Ahmar, Hisham ibn Mu‘awiya and Muhammad ibn Sa‘dan had
preceded him. Al-Ahmar asked [Sibawayh] about one hundred problems and he answered
them, and to every answer [al-Ahmar] replied: “You are mistaken, Basran!” And as a result
Sibawayh became frustrated. Then al-Kisa’i showed up with a group of Bedouin Arabs,
and when they sat, he said to [Sibawayh]: “Basran, how do you say, “I went out and there
was Zayd standing? kharajtu fa idha zaydun qa’imun?” He said: “kharajtu fa idha zaydun
qa’imun” in the nominative case. The other said to him: “Is it possible to say fa idha zaydun
ga’iman?” He said, “No.” Al-Kisa’i said: “Those Arabs are at the caliph’s door. Since they’re
here, we should ask them.” So he said: “Ask them.” Al-Kisa'1 asked them: “How do you say:
qad kuntu ahsibu anna al-‘aqraba ashaddu las‘atan min al-zunburi fa idha al-zunbtiru iyyaha
bi ‘ayniha?” Some said: “fa idha al-zunburu hiya” and others said “iyyaha bi ‘ayniha.” He
said: “This contradicts what you say, Basran.” [Sibawayh] said: “However, the Arabs in our
country say huwa hiya.” All of them agreed he had made a mistake, and he was trapped.
Yahya ibn Khalid gave him 10,000 dirhams and sent him away.>®

In this version Sibawayh is truly humiliated, and the informants here do not even
need to be unanimous in their judgment to bring Sihawayh to defeat. In the third
version, however, Sibawayh’s legacy is redeemed: a postscript is added in which
Sibawayh’s student al-Akhfash, whom we meet with al-Jahiz, meets Sibawayh
and learns the story of his humiliation in Baghdad. In an act of revenge, al-Akh-
fash sets out for Baghdad, puts al-Kisa’i to the test, and defeats him, upon which
the latter welcomes him with open arms and hires him to tutor his own children.

Talmon analyzes in detail the ways in which this incident was appropriated
by one side or another to promote its cause in the imagined Basra-Kufa contest.>®
In the final version, the Basrans get the last word. More importantly, though,
the dramatic scene, repeated a magical three times, plays up the importance of
grammar itself, which is crucial to what Cooperson calls the “etiological nar-
rative” of biography.®® Grammar was important because the stakes were high,
caliphs and viziers were interested, and money changed hands.

58 Ibid., 69-70.
59 Talmon, “al-Mas’ala al-Zunbdriyya.”
60 Cooperson, Classical Arabic Biography, 9.
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Other biographers, too, add their touches to the wasp story. Ibn al-Anbari,
in his Kitab al-Insaf, takes advantage of this incident to signal how intimately he
knows the Kitab. After al-Kisa’1 asks Sihawayh about the wasp, he goes on, says
the narrator, to ask him about problems “in this vein,” min hadha al-nahw, using
the word nahw in the same way that Sibawayh does and making a pun on the
meaning of grammar.®* Biographers may have been grinding axes, but they were
also winking at each other, speaking an insider’s language.

And they are winking at us too. This entire anecdote is a joke. The sentence in
question, comparing as it does the sting of the scorpion and that of a wasp, itself
embodies the “sting” of defeat that Sibawayh suffered, not just at the hands of
the literary character of al-Kisa’1 but also at the hands of the biographers them-
selves. In fact, Sibawayh’s entire career is framed with error: he commits mistakes
publicly at the beginning and end of his professional life. In the first, he takes up
the study of grammar because he makes a mistake reading back a hadith. In the
second, he is contradicted by native speakers at the court, and dies in shame.
Since he speaks publicly in both situations, he is held accountable for his errors,
part of the contract of performance that Bauman describes. The effect of this ide-
ology is, inevitably, that mistakes and grammar become synonymous: no one, not
even Sibawayh, can perform in the ‘Arabiyya without making mistakes.

The biography of Sibawayh thus illustrates the story of Arabic grammar, and
shows that this story became, to a considerable degree, a story of errors. While it
is beyond the scope of this paper to explore the long history of this discourse,®?
we can at least make an important link between Sibawayh committing errors in
his biographies and what we may call the “ideology of error” that emerged along
with, and entangled with, grammar as a field of knowledge and study. We saw
the beginnings of this ideology in the exchange between al-Jahiz and al-Akhfash:
grammar is difficult, and already experts are engaged in controlling access to it.

Ironically, the iconic Sibawayh, who for centuries embodied the humiliation
human beings suffer in their quest to master the grammar of the ‘Arabiyya, has
now become the very emblem of the grammar that is said to have defeated him.
This new “meaning” of the name Sibawayh appears in the titles of two recent
books published in Egypt and Lebanon, Li-Tahya al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya: Yasqut
Sthawayh (Down with Sthawayh That Arabic Might Live) by Sharif al-Shibashi,
and Jinayat Sibawayh: al-Rafd al-Tamm li-ma fi al-Nahw min Awham (Sitbawayh’s

61 Ibn al-Anbari, Kitab al-Insaf, 563.

62 See on standard language ideology James Milroy, “Language Ideologies and the Consequenc-
es of Standardization,” Journal of Sociolinguistics, 5, no. 4 (2001): 530-55. The investigation of the
history of this discourse is a project I hope to complete soon.
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Crime: Complete Rejection of Grammar’s Delusions) by Zakareya Ouzon. However,
neither book mentions Sibawayh the person in its contents; rather, the name sits
powerfully and provocatively on the cover representing the ideology of linguistic
correctness. We might paraphrase “Sibawayh” in these titles as “the powerful but
antiquated, unmodern, oppressive body of rules known as ‘Arabic grammar.””®?
Of course, Sibawayh’s Persian name makes it appealing for these purposes, as
one can attack problems facing the Arabic language through a non-Arab(ic) icon.
These contemporary writers could not very well title their books May Arabic
Grammar Die or The Crime of Arabic Grammar. They are also well aware that the
blame of Arabic’s demise was laid at the feet of the Persian mawali centuries ago.
Hence, the name “Sibawayh” continues to be useful as the quintessential other
that, like a lightning rod in a storm, carries the blame safely away from us.*

On the other hand, many of his biographers saw his successes as well as his
defeats. Many accounts credit him with honesty and painstaking accuracy in
noticing details. He may have failed in competition, but he was telling the truth.
More than anything, his humiliations serve as reassurances in our frustrating
attempts to master the complex rules of Arabic grammar. After all, if the most
learned of us all failed in the face of the ‘Arabiyya, perhaps we can all be excused
for our shortcomings.
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Sarah Bowen Savant?

Naming Shu‘iibis

The term Shu ‘Ubiyya is most often used to refer to a movement of skilled orators
and poets that originated in the ‘Iraqi heartland of the ‘Abbasid caliphate in
the eighth century. In theory, the movement stood for the equality of Arabs and
non-Arabs in Muslim society, but in reality it often advocated the superiority of
non-Arabs. The Shu‘libis’ name derived from the Qur’anic verse they quoted to
justify their goals, namely, “We have made you peoples (shu‘ub) and tribes that
you may know one another. The noblest of you in the sight of God is the most
pious.”? Despite their rhetoric of equality, the Shu‘abis reportedly insulted Arabs
in ways that, from a modern perspective, seem bigoted (for example, referring to
them as lizard eaters). For this reason, calling someone a Shu‘tabi has for centu-
ries called up a set of negative associations.

Since at least the nineteenth century, students of classical Islam have
searched for the Shu‘tibis’ wider ambitions. A pioneer, Ignaz Goldziher, described
the Shu‘ibis in nationalist terms as Muslim Persians waging a “literary battle”
against Arabs.? In a short book chapter, Hamilton A. R. Gibb described a “move-

1 I would like to thank Wadad Kadi, Patricia Crone, Antoine Borrut, and John Hayes for their
helpful comments on this paper and Rida al-Arabi for advice on problematic passages in Arabic.
2 Qur’an 49:13. Cited, e. g., in Ibn Qutayba, Fadl al-‘Arab wa-l-Tanbih ‘ala ‘Uluimiha, ed. Walid
Mahmid Khalis (Abu Dhabi: al-Mujamma“ al-Thaqafi, 1998), 109; Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih, Kitab al-
‘Iqd al-Farid, ed. Ahmad Amin, Ahmad al-Zayn, and Ibrahim al-Abyari (Cairo: Lajnat al-Ta’lif
wa-l-Tarjama wa-1-Nashr, 1940-53), 3:404.

3 Goldziher saw an “intimate connection” between Shu‘Gibiyya and “the political and literary
renaissance of the Persians” and advanced the argument that the movement arose in a “political
and social atmosphere” characterized by the growth of “foreign elements in Islam,” growing
displacement of Arabs in places of power, and even a revival of Persian religious customs and
the “defiant reaction of the ‘Ajam element against Islam” itself. These foreign elements ulti-
mately achieved foreign rule and the emergence of independent dynasties within the caliphate,
breaking not only the caliphate’s power but “also that of the nation from which this institution
stemmed.” Muslim Studies, ed. S. M. Stern (Chicago: Aldine, 1966), 1:137, 40—44; translated by
C.R.Barber and Stern from Muhammedanische Studien, 2 vols. (Halle: Max Niemeyer, 1889-90).
The Shu‘abis are discussed in three chapters: “Arab and ‘Ajam”; “The Shu‘@ibiyya”; and “The
Shu‘lbiyya and Its Manifestation in Scholarship.” Regarding Goldziher, Edward G.Browne
wrote: “For our knowledge of the Shu‘tbi controversy and the literature which it evoked, of
which echoes only are preserved in the works of al-Jahidh (t A.D. 869) and Ibn ‘Abd Rabbihi (t
A.D. 940), we are chiefly indebted to Goldziher’s excellent Muhammedanische Studien, already
so freely cited in this chapter.” Browne, A Literary History of Persia (London: T. F. Unwin, 1909),
1:268; similarly, Reynold A.Nicholson, A Literary History of the Arabs (New York: Charles Scrib-
ner’s Sons, 1907), 280-81.
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ment” that was not “in any sense a Persian nationalist movement,” but rather one
that reflected competing cultural values and a struggle over the “inner spirit of
Islamic culture,” in which the Shu‘Gibis—while touting egalitarianism—sought to
promote as models Sasanian institutions and values.” Roy Mottahedeh, Susanne
Enderwitz, and Louise Marlow have emphasized the importance of questions of
status to partisans of the Shu‘Gibiyya.” Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi connected
nascent Husaynid Shi‘i sentiment to the Shu‘dibiyya.® Most recently, Patricia
Crone has referred to Shu‘iibism as a form of “post-colonialism.”” Many scholars,
such as Ahmad Amin and ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Diri, who work in Arabic—the lan-
guage in which the phenomenon appeared—have also analyzed a Shu‘tibi “move-
ment” (haraka),® as have scholars working in Persian.” A modern Shu‘tbiyya
phenomenon has also been defined based on the existence of a prior classical

4 Gibb described the movement’s members as the class of court secretaries who felt a “violent
hostility to the Arab tradition and to all that belonged to it, and above all to the claims put for-
ward on behalf of Arabic culture.” Gibb, “The Social Significance of the Shuubiya,” in Studies on
the Civilization of Islam, ed. Stanford J. Shaw and William R. Polk (Boston: Beacon, 1962), 66.See
also his “Government and Islam under the Early ‘Abbasids: The Political Collapse of Islam,” in
Lélaboration de UIslam: colloque de Strasbourg, 12-13-14 juin 1959 (Paris: Presses Universitaires
de France, 1961), 115-27, esp. 123.

5 As Enderwitz wrote, “It was not simply a question of the triumph of one cultural tradition
over another; rather, it was a matter of status. At risk was not just the reputation of the Persian
court literature but the social privileges of the secretaries who followed its tradition. Meanwhile,
the Arab and Islamic literature was not simply a product of isolated philologists and jurists but
reflected the world-view of the new citizens.” Enderwitz, “al-Shu‘ibiyya,” in Encyclopaedia of
Islam, 2™ ed., ed. P.Bearman et al.; on al-Jahiz and the Shu‘tbiyya, see her Gesellschaftlicher
Rang und ethnische Legitimation: Der arabische Schriftsteller Abii ‘Utman al-Gahiz iiber die Af-
rikaner, Perser und Araber in der islamischen Gesellschaft (Freiburg: Schwarz, 1979). See also
Mottahedeh, “The Shu‘ibiyah Controversy and the Social History of Early Islamic Iran,” Interna-
tional Journal of Middle East Studies 7 (1976): 161-82, and Marlow, Hierarchy and Egalitarianism in
Islamic Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), esp. 98-99 and 104-8.

6 Amir-Moezzi, “Shahrbant, dame du pays d’Iran et mére des imams: entre I'Iran préislamique
et le Shiisme imamite,” Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 27 (2002): 519-20, and The Spiritu-
ality of Shi‘i Islam: Beliefs and Practices (London: I. B. Tauris, 2011), 75-76.

7 Crone, “Post-Colonialism in Tenth-Century Islam,” Der Islam 83, no. 1 (2006): 2-38.

8 Amin, Duha al-Islam (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, [1933-36]), 1:49-78, and al-Diiri, Al-Judhir
al-Ta’rikhiyya li-1-Shu ‘Gbiyya (Beirut: Dar al-Tali‘a, 1962).

9 E.g., ‘Abd al-Husayn Zarrinkab, Du Qarn Sukit (Tehran: Jami‘ah-yi Lisansiyyaha-yi Danish-
sara-yi ‘Ali, 1330/1951; 2" ed., Tehran: Amir Kabir, 1336/1957), 326-32, and Tarikh-i Iran ba‘d az
Islam (Tehran: Idarah-yi Kull-i Nigarash-i Vizarat-i Amizish va Parvarash, 1343/1964), 452-56.
Adhartash Adharniish, Chalish-i Miyan-i Farsi va ‘Arabi: Sadah-ha-yi Nukhust (Tehran: Nay,
1385/2006).
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one.' Indeed, H. T. Norris summed up the scholarly consensus when he referred
to the Shu‘fbiyya as “[o]ne of the most striking movements in Arabic cultural
history and literature.”!

What is absolutely astounding about this research, however, is the slimness
of its evidential base—especially in comparison with research on other move-
ments of Islamic history. In biographical works and literary anthologies from the
ninth to the thirteenth centuries we have a few references to Shu‘tbis, but there
are virtually none in chronographies, heresiographies, or works on genealogy,
even though since Goldziher scholars have stressed genealogy as a particularly
Shu‘nbi interest.” We do have an apparent rebuttal to the Shu‘fibis authored by
the ninth-century courtier Ibn Qutayba (d. 276/889),** as well as a Shu‘iibi state-
ment of unknown origins that was reproduced in tenth-century al-Andalus by Ibn
‘Abd Rabbihi and, also in medieval Spain, a rebuttal to the Shu‘iibiyya in al-An-

10 See esp. S. A. Hanna and G. H. Gardner, “Al-Shu‘tbiyya Up-Dated: A Study of the 20" Century
Revival of an Eighth Century Concept,” Middle East Journal 20 (1966): 335-51.

11 Norris writes that “[o]pinion now favours the view” of the Shu‘Gbiyya as “a movement, wide-
spread among the new middle class of mixed race and the influential government secretaries
(katibs), aimed at remolding the political and social institutions and the whole spirit of Islamic
culture on the model of Sasanian institutions and values, which were then in favor and which the
new urban society and the administrative class held forth as the highest ideal.” He continues:
“It is clear, though, that the movement was not confined to secretaries, but was wider, nor can
its aims be so clearly defined.” He also states that “while the political impact of Shu‘tbiyyah
is hard to assess, it was undoubtedly of notable impact in the history of Arabic literature and
[of] consequence for the evolution of Islamic doctrines.” “Shu‘tbiyyah in Arabic Literature,” in
‘Abbasid Belles-Lettres, ed. Julia Ashtiany et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990),
31. Gérard Lecomte was an early skeptic about an organized Shu‘tibi movement. The Shu‘tbiyya
was not “un mouvement concerté avec des chefs, un programme et des porte-parole,” but repre-
sented instead “une tendance diffuse,” coinciding “souvent avec des aspirations religieuses et
intellectuelles hétérodoxes.” As he writes, “Ce n’est pas par hasard si les auteurs anciens don-
nent I'impression de confondre Su‘ibiyya et Zandaqa.” Lecomte, Ibn Qutayba (mort en 276/889):
I’homme, son ceuvre, ses idées (Damascus: Institut Francais de Damas, 1965), xiii. More recently,
see Zoltan Szombathy, “Some Notes on the Impact of the Shu‘iibiyya on Arabic Genealogy,” in
Goldziher Memorial Conference, ed. Eva Apor and Istvan Ormos (Budapest: Library of the Hun-
garian Academy of Sciences, 2005), 255—69.

12 But see again Szombathy, “Some Notes on the Impact of the Shu‘tibiyya on Arabic Genealo-
gy,” 255-69.

13 I am translating this text with Peter Webb for New York University Press’s new Library of
Arabic Literature. Ibn Qutayba, The Superiority of the Arabs and an Exposition of Their Learning:
A Translation of Ibn Qutaybah’s Fadl al-‘Arab wa-l-tanbih ‘ala ‘uliimiha, Pt. 1 translated by Sarah
Bowen Savant, pt. 2 by Peter Webb; Arabic edition text by James Montgomery and Peter Webb
(New York: New York University Press, forthcoming).
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dalus composed by Ibn Garcia.'* We do not, however, have the name of a single
self-proclaimed Shu‘iibi. The way that modern scholars have forged ahead despite
the slimness of sources—and, by necessity, repeatedly citing the same sources—
might be based, in part, on the assumption that evidence that would elucidate the
movement has not survived because the Shu‘ibis were losers in a cultural battle.”
More troublingly, it appears to be based on the idea that a phenomenon of limited
historical duration was representative of the perspective of many Iranians, and
therefore it is safe to extrapolate from what slight evidence we do have. In other
words, Shu‘dbism was a prototypical reaction of Iranians to the Arab conquests
and Arab culture. We need not be constrained by the limits of our evidence.

In what follows, I argue that scholars have greatly overestimated the extent
and importance of the Shu‘iibi movement and that overstating the Shu‘tbiyya
crowds out more searching investigations of the situation of non-Arabs in early
Islam. Furthermore, it plays into the hands of modern nationalist polemics, in
which Shu ‘@ibiyya has been a term of condemnation.

An Exchange at Court

Let us start with an example of someone who might sound like a typical Shu‘tibi—
the Persian Yahya b. ‘Ali (from the courtly al-Munajjim family)—and a story that
modern historians have interpreted as an episode within a Shu‘tibiyya movement.
In his reporting on life at court in the hijri year 295/907-8, Muhammad Abu
Bakr al-Sali (d. ca. 335/947) recalls that he would often see Yahya b. ‘Aliin the pres-
ence of ‘Abd Allah b. al-Mu‘tazz (d. 296/908). Ibn al-Mu‘tazz was a member of the
‘Abbasid clan and, like Yahya, an accomplished poet. One day, al-Siili came upon
Yahya and a small group of courtiers who had with them a poem boasting about
the ‘Ajam (arelational term signifying non-Arabs, with the first marker being “Per-
sians”),'® which al-Siili wrote down in a notebook in which he habitually recorded
poetry. Later, as was his habit, Ibn al-Mu‘tazz came to look at a dictation of his
own poetry in al-Siili’s notebook, and so happened upon the boasting poem, for
which al-Siili had not recorded an author. The poem began by addressing the

14 James T. Monroe, The Shu‘ubiyya in al-Andalus: The Risala of Ibn Garcia and Five Refutations
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1970); Goran Larsson, Ibn Garcia’s
Shu‘abiyya Letter: Ethnic and Theological Tensions in Medieval al-Andalus (Leiden: Brill, 2003).
15 Amin, for example, explains the failure of Shu‘iibi writings to survive as due to the common
agreement among Muslims to oppose Shu‘tibiyya as an anti-Islamic tendency. Duha al-Islam, 1:70.
16 See Savant, The New Muslims of Post-Conquest Iran: Tradition, Memory, and Conversion
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), esp. 8-12.
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sons of Hagar, the concubine of the prophet Abraham. By this, the poet meant the
Arabs as the offspring of Hagar’s son, Ishmael. The poem ran for some twenty-four
lines with insults to the Arabs and to the Prophet’s kinsmen, the Bant Hashim,”
and praise for the Persians, who were named as descendants of Abraham’s other
son, Isaac. The poem stated that the one who most deserves Muhammad is the one
who follows him, as opposed to his Arab kin, and concluded with lines that said
that the Arabs are not like the “freemen of Persia” (ahrar Faris) who “are leaders,
like a lion in his den,” with their protection from Kisra.

When he read the poem, Ibn al-Mu‘tazz’s face changed, showing his anger.
What followed is the material of literary drama. Ibn al-Mu‘tazz asked who had
dictated the poem. Al-Sali replied that the reciter attributed the lines to one of
the Tahirids. “Which of the Tahirids uttered something like this?” asked Ibn
al-Mu‘tazz. Interrupting them, Yahya, who was present, said, “That is [all] that
the one who recited them claimed,” and thus affirmed al-Siili’s vague response
but offered no clarification. Ibn al-Mu‘tazz departed quickly, but the next day he
summoned al-Sali and again asked him to identify the poet, swearing that he
knew who the poet was anyway because of a particular word he had used, and
that the poet was Yahya.

Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, one learns, was right. Outraged, he subsequently dictated to
the courtiers a poem in response to Yahya’s, but nearly twice as long, in which, as
a point of pride for the tribe of Quraysh, he mentioned Muhammad as the Prophet
by whom God had “shattered the heads” of Persia’s past kings.™® Ibn al-Mu‘tazz’s
insults referred to Persians as dogs, goats, pigs, and various types of parasitic
insects. He also called the Persians “a tribe of sinners” (bani’l-athama); accused
the Persians of insincerity in Islam; and attributed to them, as presumed Zoroas-
trians, religiously sanctioned incest. He addressed the Persians, saying:

0 you people, a most wicked people, that laid down
A religion that carries evidence of its error!

In which an old woman keeps kneeling down over
Her son in bed, full of lust!*®

17 This term referred in early ‘Abbasid times to the descendants of Hashim b. ‘Abd Manaf, the
common ancestor of the Prophet, ‘Ali, and al-‘Abbas. It is used here to refer to the ruling ‘Abbasid
members of that family.

18 Al-Sali, Qism min Akhbar al-Muqtadir bi-llah al-‘Abbasi, ed. Khalaf Rashid Nu‘man (Bagh-
dad: Wizarat al-Thagafa wa-1-Ilam, Dar al-Shu’tin al-Thaqafiyya al-‘Amma, Afaq ‘Arabiyya,
1999), 81, lines 3-4. See Savant, “Isaac as the Persians’ Ishmael,” Comparative Islamic Studies
2, no. 1(2006): 10-12, where I briefly discuss the exchange between Yahya and Ibn al-Mu‘tazz.
19 Al-Sali, Qism, 81, lines 2 and 4-5.
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Al-Suli reports that the matter quieted down until Yahya composed a reply, which,
as far as al-Siili knew, Yahya recited only to his son Ahmad, al-Sali himself, and
a close confidant named Ibn al-Niishajani. Somehow, however, Ibn al-Mu‘tazz
learned of Yahya’s second poem, whereupon Yahya accused al-Siili and the others
of circulating it. Seeking to prove their innocence, al-Sili challenged Yahya to
compose yet another poem, not recite it to the group, and then see what would
happen. As expected, this poem also reached Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, proving the group’s
innocence. Al-Siili writes that after Ibn al-Mu‘tazz’s failed bid for the caliphate
later that year, Yahya revealed that he had, in fact, shared his poems also with
a friend from the ‘Ajam who had feigned hatred for Ibn al-Mu‘tazz and who had
begged Yahya to let him read his poems first.?® The friend had then betrayed
Yahya by revealing the poems to Ibn al-Mu‘tazz. Al-Siili quotes Yahya: “I had no
idea that he wanted by that only to draw near to Ibn al-Mu‘tazz and to help him
become caliph so that he could become his vizier.”**

In his rather generous reporting of these events, al-Siili presents himself as
a neutral witness but shows sensitivity to his own place before Ibn al-Mu‘tazz as
a courtier before a powerful, if ultimately failed, would-be caliph. Thus, al-Sili
says that he marveled at Ibn al-Mu‘tazz’s knowledge of poetry since “this in rulers
(al-muliik) is rare.”** Al-Sali writes that if a ruler does excel in knowledge, he will
excel over all others, especially if the ruler is from the Banii Hashim; for, he writes,

they are the finest of people in understanding, the most subtle in intellect, and the best
natured. All one of them needs is a flick of a match for his fire to burn brightly. By contrast, I
do not know at that time any poet possessed of prudence, religion, virtue, and understand-
ing who did not insult Yahya b. ‘Ali on account of his first lines of poetry.

Shu‘abism as a Biographical Detail

Yahya makes what would appear to be a classical set of Shu‘tibi boasts, which
were documented a generation earlier by Ibn Qutayba, including the insults con-

20 Yahya identifies the friend as Muhammad b. Dawad al-Jarrah (d. 296/908-9); he was the
uncle of the ‘Abbasid vizier ‘Ali b. ‘Isa b. Dawiid (d. 334/946); the family was heavily involved in
the conspiracy to put Ibn al-Mu‘tazz on the throne. See H. Bowen, “‘Ali b. ‘Isa,” in Encylopaedia
of Islam, 2™ ed, ed. P. Bearman et al.

21 Al-Sali, Qism, 82.

22 Al-Sili, Qism, 86.

23 Al-Sdli, Qism, 86.
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cerning Hagar and Isaac.>* Modern scholars have accordingly identified Yahya as
a Shu‘abi. But neither al-Siili nor Yahya’s contemporaries call him a Shu‘tbi, nor
do later chroniclers of the ‘Abbasid court.”

One finds a similar situation with regard to other figures whom modern
scholars have labeled Shu‘aibis.?® Based chiefly on biographical works and liter-
ary anthologies—that is, our main sources for the Shu‘tbiyya—let me now state
my argument for narrowing the extent of a historical movement.

First, classical biographers use the term Shu‘ibiyya mainly for ‘Abbasid
insiders living during the reigns of Hartn al-Rashid (r.170-93/786-809) and
al-Ma’'mun (r. 198-218/813-33). The setting for the label is Iraq (especially
Baghdad). In contrast, modern scholars have labeled also many later figures as
Shu‘ibis and extended the geographical scope of the movement beyond Iraq to
include figures whose milieu was Iran and Transoxiana, for example, al-Birtini
(d. after 442/1050). Their citation of sources is highly selective and disregards
the silence in our sources about Shu‘ibism. For example, the scholar Khalil
Ibrahim Jaffal cited statements by Ibn al-Nadim and Yaqiit that a certain “‘Allan
al-Warrag” was a Shu‘aibi. Ibn al-Nadim and Yaqiit do not call Hamza al-Isfahani
(d. 350/961), a Shu‘abi, nor does Yaqt call al-Biriini one (Ibn al-Nadim predates
al-Birani), but this did not stop Jaffal from doing so.”” In terms of evidence, then,
we see much greater priority given to positive versus negative identification.

Second, why do our sources not label their contemporaries Shu‘tibis? The cre-
ative periods of persons most commonly identified as the Shu‘ibis’ opponents—
al-Jahiz (d. 255/868-9), Ibn Qutayba, Abfi Hayyan al-Tawhidi (d. 414/1023), and
Abu ‘Abd Allah al-Jahmi—followed the reigns of al-Rashid and al-Ma’miin.?® In

24 Ibn Qutayba, Fadl al-‘Arab wa-l-Tanbih ‘ala ‘Uliimiha, 46 ff.; see also Monroe, The Shu‘ibiyya
in al-Andalus, 24.

25 According to Ibn Khallikan, during the reign of al-Muktafi, that is, the period of Yahya’s en-
counter with Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, Yahya’s rank rose high and he was promoted over al-Muktafi’s per-
sonal retinue (khawasihi) and companions. Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat al-A‘yan, 6:198.

26 Similarly, in his own biographical work on poets, Tabagat al-Shu‘ar@’, Ibn al-Mu‘tazz in-
cludes separate, lengthy entries for Bashshar b. Burd and Abii Nuwas and repeatedly mentions
Abii ‘Ubayda, but he does not describe them as Shu‘Gbis. Some of the biographical information
he provides flatters. Tabaqat al-Shu‘ara’, ed. ‘Abd al-Sattar Ahmad Farraj (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif,
1956), 21-31, 193-217.

27 Jaffal, al-Shu‘ubiyya wa-l-Adab: Ab‘ad wa-Madmiuinat min al-‘Asr al-Jahili hatta al-Qarn
al-Rabi‘ al-Hijri (Beirut: Dar al-Nidal, 1986), esp.330-32.

28 Ibn Durayd (d. 321/933) is sometimes also labeled as an opponent of the Shu‘tbiyya. Goldzi-
her described Ibn Durayd’s Kitab al-Ishtiqgaq (“a genealogical etymological handbook”) in the
context of “linguistic Shu‘nibiyya” as “the oldest of the documents belonging to this pro-Arab
series.” He did not call him an opponent of the Shu‘ibiyya per se but noted that in the book “he
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his polemic, for example, Ibn Qutayba gives a few names,?® but while he criticizes
Abi ‘Ubayda (d. ca. 210/825) for being unfair to Arabs, he does not specifically
call him a Shu‘abi, nor does he employ the term when he provides a biographi-
cal description of Abti ‘Ubayda in his al-Ma‘arif. The Shu‘ibi statement reported
by Ibn ‘Abd Rabbihi and so often cited by modern scholars is likewise devoid of
names or context. Rather, the application of the label exclusively to people long
dead and gone would suggest a way of retrospectively imagining a category for
the purpose of chastening one’s contemporaries. Furthermore, it is worth noting
that al-Tawhidi*® does not mention the term Shu‘Gbiyya in a passage commonly
cited to prove his opposition to the movement; rather, he expresses doubts about
Persian cultural influence and pride, including at court.

Third, the ideological content of Shu‘tibism as described in the sources is
noticeably narrow. The biographers say that the Shu‘tibis said things that insulted
Arabs, and consequently they draw a very close connection between Shu‘tbiyya
and anti-Arab bias. Contrary to Gibb, they do not indicate that the Shu‘tbis pro-
moted Persian culture, even when the person in question did indeed do so, nor do
they characterize Shu‘iibism as a cultural phenomenon in any meaningful way,
such as by attributing to it an agenda, proponents, and a public profile.

Consider the case of Sahl b. Haran (d. ca. 215/830), whom biographers named
as a Shu‘nibi and who was a Persian cultural proponent if ever there was one.*

answers opponents by investigating the etymological context of every Arabic tribal name. The
representatives of the opposing party are unfortunately not cited by name. Presumably they were
people of the same type as the Shu‘Gbiyya.” Muslim Studies, 1:192; Muhammedanische Studien,
1:209. See also, e. g., Nicholson, Literary History, 280.

29 For example, in one case he refers to “their poet,” without providing a name. The poem cited
is attributed elsewhere to Absi Nuwas (d. 198-200/813-15). See Savant, “Isaac as the Persians’
Ishmael,” 6-7 and 16n4. For Abzi Nuwas’s possible Shu‘tbism, including as it was viewed by Ibn
Qutayba, see Albert Arazi, “Abii Nuwas fut-il Su‘abite?,” Arabica 26 (1979): 61. Cf. Jaffal, Shu ‘iibi-
yya, 289 ff. See also Ewald Wagner, Abii Nuwas (Wiesbaden: F. Steiner, 1965), 136 ff.

30 Al-Tawhidi has been described as a respondent to the Shu‘ibiyya based on a section of his
Kitab al-Imta‘ wa-1-Mu’anasa in which he addresses the relative merits of Arabs and other peo-
ples. In it, al-Tawhidi responds to the Samanid vizier al-Jayhani, who reportedly insulted the
Arabs; the terms Shu‘abi and Shu‘tbiyya are absent. Al-Tawhidi, Kitab al-Imta‘ wa-1-Mu’anasa,
ed. Ahmad al-Tawili (Tunis, al-Dar al-Tanisiyya li-1-Nashr, 1988), 55-72, esp. 66 ff. For al-Jayhani
as a Shu‘ibi, see e. g. Mottahedeh, “Shu’tibiyah Controversy,” 180. Cf. Marc Bergé, Pour un hu-
manisme vécu: Abu Hayyan al-Tawhidi (Damascus: Institut Francais de Damas, 1979), 9-14.

31 Ibn al-Nadim, Fihrist, 174; Yaqit, Mu‘jam al-Udaba’, 4:258-9; al-Safadi, al-Wafi bi-l-Wafayat,
ed. Ahmad al-Arna’at and Turki Mustafa (Beirut: Dar Ihya’ al-Turath al-‘Arabi, 2000), 16:13. See
also Mohsen Zakeri, “Sahl b. Hartin b. Rahawayh,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2" ed., ed. P. Bear-
man et al. and Abdelkader Mehiri, ed. and trans., An-Namir Wa-T-Ta‘lab (La panthére et le re-
nard) (Tunis: Publications de I’Université de Tunis, Faculté des Lettres et Sciences Humaines,
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Sahl was a prominent figure in stories about the caliphates of Hartin al-Rashid
and al-Ma’miin and certainly appears to have been a supporter of a Persian cul-
tural heritage. ‘Abbasid-era writers mention his ‘Abbasid connections, his posi-
tion as a katib, his writings, and the sayings for which he was known. Sahl is
the primary witness that his younger contemporary al-Jahiz cites in his detailed
account of the fall of the Barmakid viziers in 187/803 under Haran al-Rashid.*?
Under al-Ma’miin, Sahl served as the director of the House of Wisdom (bayt
al-hikma or khizanat al-hikma). Sahl was, in fact, a contemporary of Yahya b. ‘Ali
Munajjim’s grandfather (Yahya b. Abi Manstir, d. 215-17/830-32), who also served
in the Bayt al-Hikma.*® Sahl is credited with introducing into Arabic literature
an epistolary style in fables, and he was nicknamed the “Buzurgmihr of Islam.”
Mohsen Zakeri concluded that this nickname not only put Sahl in the rank of
Buzurgmihr, vizier to the sixth-century Sasanian ruler Khusraw Andshirvan (.
531-79), but “also signified the role [Sahl] had assumed in the Persianization of
al-Ma’min’s court, that of the supreme wise man in politics and advisor to the
caliph.”* In fact, the book titles of works authored by Sahl that Ibn al-Nadim
lists suggest an interest in Persian storytelling traditions, in government (or, as
‘Abdelkader Mehiri writes, “problémes du pouvoir et de la politique”), and in the
memory of Persian kinship.*

But when biographers apply the Shu‘tbi label to Sahl, they connect it strictly
to anti-Arab sentiment and not to other elements of his exciting life story. Ibn
al-Nadim thus states that Sahl was “wise, articulate, and a poet. He was Persian by
origin, followed the Shu‘iibi way, felt a strong prejudice against the Arabs, and on
that topic wrote many books and epistles.”?¢ Yaqut (d. 626/1229) writes that Sahl
was “an adib, a secretary, a poet, and wise. [He was] a Shu‘tibi who felt great bias

1973), 15. After writing that it seems that Sahl was among the “familiers” of al-Ma’'miin, Mehiri
writes: “Mais le fait que les historiens ne mentionnent pas sa mort parmi les événements de
215/830-31 peut-il étre considéré comme une indication sur le peu d’importance des fonctions
qu’il exercait? Ou bien ce silence est-il dii a I'incertitude de la date de sa mort.”

32 The account here is transmitted by Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih, ‘Igd, 5:58ff., and is introduced as the
reporting of al-Jahiz from Sahl. See also Zakeri, “Sahl b. Hartin b. Rahawayh”; and Sahl, An-
Namir, 14. Cf. pseudo-Ibn Qutayba, al-Imama wa-I-Siyasa, ed. Khayri Sa‘id ([Cairo]: al-Maktabat
al-Tawfigiyya, n. d.), 2:406 ff.

33 M. Fleischhammer, “Munadjdjim, Banu’l-,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2™ ed., ed. P. Bearman
et al.

34 Zakeri, “Sahl b. Hartin b. Rahawayh.”

35 Ibn al-Nadim, Fihrist, 174; Zakeri, “Sahl b. Hartin b. Rahawayh”; Sahl, An-Namir, 16.

36 Ibn al-Nadim, Fihrist, 174.
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for the ‘Ajam against the Arabs; he was extreme in that.”*” Al-Safadi (d. 764/1363)
states that Sahl was “wise, eloquent, a poet, and an adib; Persian in origin; and
Shu‘abi in persuasion (madhhab), with an intense prejudice against the Arabs.”3®

Another case mentioned by modern scholars is that of “Ghaylan the Shu‘abi.”
In the tenth century, Abii al-Faraj al-Isfahani says that Ghaylan authored a book
(abda‘a kitaban) for Tahir b. al-Husayn (d. 207/822), the Tahir for whom the gov-
ernorship was named. Ghaylan began with the defects (mathalib) of the Bant
Hashim and attached lies and falsehoods to the Prophet’s family, the clans of
Quraysh, and the rest of the Arabs. Ghaylan, Abt al-Faraj alleges, even found
fault with (ghamasa) Muhammad himself.*®

A third example is provided in the thirteenth century by Ibn al-Qifti (d.
646/1248), who wrote in his biographical dictionary of grammarians that Aba
‘Ubayda “was mentioning the Arabs so frequently that he became linked to the
Shu‘abiyya, on which he wrote a book.”*°

To premodern lexicographers who took stock of such evidence, the signifi-
cance of the term Shu ‘iibi was clear. They repeat the statement that “the Shu‘abi
is he who belittles the significance of the Arabs and does not see them as having
precedence over others.”** Ibn Manzir (d. 711/1311-12), for example, states that
a “Shu‘abi” is one who holds the Arabs’ authority in low regard (muhtaqir amr
al-‘Arab).** In fifteenth-century Egypt, al-Maqrizi (d. 845/1442) notes that the term
shu‘iib was used most frequently in reference to “the Persian nation” and that
“one who holds the Arabs and Arab culture in low regard is called a shu@bi.”*?

37 Yaqiit, Irshad al-Arib ila Ma ‘rifat al-Adib [Mujam al-Udaba’], ed. D. S. Margoliouth (London:
Luzac, 1907-27), 4:258.

38 Al-Safadi, al-Wafi bi-I-Wafayat, 16:13.

39 Al-Aghani, vol. 20, ed. ‘Ali al-Najdi Nasif (Cairo: al-Hay’a al-Misriyya li-1-Kitab, 1972), 77.

40 Tbn al-Qifti, Inbah al-Ruwat ‘ala Anbah al-Nuhat (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyya, 1950-73),
3:276-87, esp. 280 (no. 759, Ma‘mar b. al-Muthanna Abd ‘Ubayda al-Taymi al-Basri). In his biog-
raphy of Abxi ‘Ubayda, Ibn al-Qifti also cites ‘Allan al-Shu‘abi (p.285), on Aba ‘Ubayda’s ori-
gins, death date, and non-Arabic-speaking, Persian ethnic origins, but ‘Allan does not mention
Shu‘tbism here. Goldziher argued for the Shu‘ibi flavor of Abi ‘Ubayda’s scholarship; Muslim
Studies, 1:179 ff.

41 Al-Azhari (d. 370/980), Tahdhib al-Lugha, ed. ‘Abd al-Salam Muhammad Harin and rev.
Muhammad ‘Ali al-Najjar (Cairo: al-Mu’assasa al-Misriyya al-‘Amma li-1-Ta’lif wa-1-Anba’ wa-1-
Nashr; al-Dar al-Misriyya li-1-Ta’lif wa-1-Tarjama, 1964—67), 1:442 (sh-‘-b); Majd al-Din Ibn al-Athir
(d. 606/1210), al-Nihaya fi Gharib al-Hadith wa-1-Athar (Cairo: n. p., 1311/1893), 2:223 (sh-‘-b); and
Ibn Manzir (d. 711/1311-12) Lisan al-‘Arab (Beirut: Dar Sadir, [1955-56]), 3:440 (sh--b).

42 Ibn Manzdr, Lisan al-‘Arab, 3:440 (sh-‘-b).

43 Al-Maqrizi, Kitab al-Niza“ wa-l-Takhasum fima bayn Bani Umayya wa-Bani Hashim; translated
by Clifford Edmund Bosworth as “Al-Maqrizi’s ‘Book of Contention and Strife concerning the
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In the eighteenth century, Muhammad Murtada al-Zabidi (d. 1205/1791) cites the
statement that the Shu‘biyya is a party (firga) that does not prefer the Arabs
to the ‘Ajam, adding for clarification: “They do not see them as having prece-
dence over others.”** The lexicographers pull together different uses of the root,
including also the related term shu‘ib as used in a hadith (rajul min al-shu ‘b
aslama fa-kanat tukhadh minhu al-jizya), but in none of these cases does the lex-
icographer provide meaningful embellishments on the traditional definition of
Shu‘abi.*

In modern scholarship, the narrowness of this definition is generally over-
looked. When Abdelkader Mehiri, for example, seeks to disprove Sahl’s Shu‘tbi
loyalties, he does so chiefly with reference to the body of Sahl’s work and what
it represents by way of cultural aspirations.*® To summarize, then: in the sources
the Shu‘iibiyya label is applied mainly to ‘Abbasid insiders living during the late
eighth and early ninth centuries—but it is applied retrospectively, including by
other ‘Abbasid insiders, for persons they considered bigoted. In addition, proof
of the ideological content of Shu‘tibism as such is very thin.

The Cost of Overstating the Shu‘ubiyya

In its infancy, Islam was a religion that sprang from Arabia and played a major role
in the formation of an Arab identity. In Islam’s first centuries, the cultural mixing
that followed the conquests produced many uncertainties and questions. These
included: Who would blend into whom and how? What would be the balance
of cultural exchange? What cultural entities would come into being, and what
would be the fate of earlier ones? Conversion introduced still further questions,
such as how non-Arab peoples were to understand their relationship to a religion
that originated in Arabia. Such questions were fundamental, and their impor-
tance for the development of early Muslim societies cannot be overestimated.

Relations between the Banti Umayya and the Banid Hashim,”” Journal of Semitic Studies 3 (Man-
chester: Manchester University Press, 1980), 103—4.

44 Muhammad Murtada al-Zabidi, Taj al-‘Ariis min Jawahir al-Qamiis, ed. ‘Abd al-Karim al-‘Az-
abawli, rev. Ibrahim al-Samarra’i, and ‘Abd al-Sattar Ahmad Farraj (Kuwait: al-Turath al-‘Arabi,
1967), 3:143-44 (sh--b).

45 See also al-Zamakhshari, al-Fa’iq ft Gharib al-Hadith, ed. ‘Ali Muhammad al-Bajawi and
Muhammad Abii al-Fadl Ibrahim (Beirut: Dar al-Ma“arif, 2010), 2:253 (sh-‘-b).

46 Sahl b. Hariin, An-Namir, 15. See also M. G. Balty-Guesdon, “Le Bayt al-Hikma de Baghdad,”
Arabica 39, no. 2 (1992), 142-45.
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Although we know something about the major persons and events that pro-
duced the empires, there is far more work to be done to understand the variety of
ways in which new Muslims negotiated cultural difference. The main danger in
overstating the significance of the Shu‘iibiyya lies in the reduction of this variety
of responses to a single one. This happens when the Shu‘lbiyya is interpreted
beyond the texts at hand. Shu‘lbiyya can then easily become the paradigmatic
expression of the “foreign elements in Islam,” to quote Goldziher. Some rather
nonsensical questions arise as a result, such as the relation between Shu‘iibis
and Kharijites, an issue addressed by Goldziher,*” Amin,*® Gibb, and others. Gibb
proposed that the “original shuubiya were the Kharijites,”*? a belief echoed by
Mottahedeh.>® Similarly, figures with no connection to the context of the move-
ment’s origins are labeled Shu‘@ibis, as, for example, when Amin considered Ibn
Khaldiin a sort of Shu‘abi.>* And conflicts and debates that have nothing to do
with the ‘Abbasid court, such as that which occurred among Qur’an exegetes
over the term shu‘ub, are grafted onto a much earlier and different historical
context. Courtly literature also gets simplified when, for example, texts such as
al-Jahiz’s diatribe against Persian court secretaries are read as a rebuttal to the

47 Goldziher described an “affinity” between the Kharijites as “politico-religious dissenters”
and the Shu‘tbis, with both sharing in the “denial of privilege to any race.” Goldziher nonethe-
less criticized prior historians of Islam who “made the representatives of the Shu‘tbiyya into
Kharijites” and criticized characterizations of Abfi ‘Ubayda as both a Shu‘tbi and a Kharijite.
Goldziher cites Briinnow, Die Charidschiten unter den ersten Omajjaden (Leiden, 1884), 31n4, to
exemplify “old historians of Islam [who] made the representatives of the Shu‘biyya into Khari-
jites.” Muslim Studies, 1:130-31, 142-43, and 181; Muhammedanische Studien, 1:138-39, 153-54,
and 196-97.

48 To his credit, Amin argues that equations of Kharijites with Shu‘tbis are anachronistic; Duha
al-Islam, 1:60.

49 Gibb, “Social Significance,” 66-67. See Enderwitz, “al-Shu‘ibiyya,” and Norris, “Shu‘ibi-
yyah in Arabic Literature,” 33. Enderwitz writes, paraphrasing Gibb, “The original Shu‘ibiyya
was the concept of extending the equality between the shu‘iib and the kaba@’il to include equality
among all Muslims, and was adhered to by the Kharidjites in the early period of Islam. This idea
countered the Kuraysh’s claim to leadership. The Shu‘tbiyya movement, which appeared in the
2nd/8t century and reached its peak in the 3/9t™ century, had other, more diverse goals.”

50 Mottahedeh argues that “the shu‘iibiyah had its origin as a movement with egalitarian ten-
dencies among the Kharijites, the most egalitarian of early Islamic sects. Since, however, it was
reinterpreted by the landlords and clerks for their own purposes, in most (though not all) cases
it lost its egalitarian tenor. The shu‘iibis and some of their opponents continued to use a rhetoric
that has been mistaken for egalitarianism, but on closer examination has no such meaning.”
Mottahedeh, “Shu‘biyah Controversy,” 176.

51 Amin, Duha al-Islam, 1:59.
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Shu‘abiyya even though he does not mention Shu‘abis there,” or worse, when
the much wider mufakhara subgenre of Arabic letters gets read as a simple record
of debate between Shu‘ibis and their opponents. In the case of al-Siili’s reporting
on Yahya and Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, al-Sali is reporting on court life just prior to Ibn
al-Mu‘tazz’s failed bid for the caliphate (Ibn al-Mu‘tazz earned himself the nick-
name “the caliph of one day”). The exchange between Yahya and Ibn al-Mu‘tazz
illustrates the conflicts that divided the ‘Abbasid court at that time—but these
were far different than those of a century prior during the days of al-Rashid and
al-Ma’min. That is why neither al-Sili nor al-Taniikhi, who also reports on the
conflict between Ibn al-Mu‘tazz and Yahya, label Yahya a Shu‘aibi.*?

What we seem to have with Shu‘tbism, then, is a name and a weapon
employed by people such as Ibn Qutayba who saw themselves as defending Arabs
and even Arab cultural values. It is important to bear in mind that Ibn Qutayba
appended to his polemic against the Shu‘ibiyya an “exposition” of the Arabs’
areas of knowledge, beginning with the following statement:

Now we will discuss the Arabs’ stake in different areas of knowledge and the wise sayings
contained in their poetry and rhymed prose. We will not provide exhaustive coverage
of any one subject, nor go into comprehensive detail, as our goal in this book is to raise
awareness of, and offer evidence for, the Arabs’ knowledge, and to rebut the arguments
of those who call the Arabs boorish and stupid. There are two kinds of knowledge. One
is Islamic, a product of the Muslim religion and the Arabic language. It includes jurispru-
dence, grammar and the study of poetic themes. These fields of knowledge are particular to
the Arabs. Non-Arabs can only acquire such knowledge through learning and parroting; the
Arabs alone possess the brilliance and glory of having developed them. The other is age-old
knowledge common to all peoples. Of every field of knowledge of which I am aware, God
has granted the Arabs a share, and in some of them, they alone came to possess unrivaled
knowledge.>

Ibn Qutayba wrote at a very specific point in ‘Abbasid history, amid discussions
that were first and foremost about the meaning and value of an Arab identity, and
during which he could see the changing cultural tide but could do little to stem it.
Non-Arabs had been prominent at the court since the beginning of the ‘Abbasid
period and indeed even under the Umayyads. Now, they were dominant. Anxiety
about their presence was real. Ibn Qutayba thus also wrote a book called Adab

52 See Charles Pellat, trans., “Portrait of a Secretary,” in The Life and Works of Jahiz: Transla-
tions of Selected Texts (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1969), 274-75.

53 Al-Muhassin b. ‘Ali al-Tantkhi, Kitab al-Faraj ba‘d al-Shidda, vol. 4, ed. ‘Abbid al-Shalji (Bei-
rut: Dar Sadir, 1978), 4:110ff. (no. 402).

54 Ibn Qutayba, The Superiority of the Arabs and an Exposition of Their Learning (forthcoming).
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al-Katib in which he explained how his fellow courtiers could straighten their
tongues and fix their writing. Al-Jahiz, slightly earlier, also bristled at the Iranian
courtiers in whose midst he found himself. We should picture Ibn Qutayba and
al-Jahiz as two men who were well-regarded by ruling elites. Two men who were
non-Arabs themselves, but were loyal to the idea that Islam was born among the
Arabs and that the Arabs therefore deserved a special place in Muslim society.
They looked around for a name that captured what most irritated them about their
contemporaries. They felt themselves, and their view of history, to be victims, and
in a sense they were. Contempt for Arabs, or perhaps jealousy—the sort that is born
whenever a group does not seem to live up to what its history claims for it—was
real in some quarters, and it demanded a label. Ibn Qutayba, al-Jahiz, and other
writers found one and thereby created a category that modern historians have
used problematically, for by applying the label uncritically, they support the alle-
gation that Ibn Qutayba himself made: Persian cultural values add up to bigotry.

There also is a layer of sarcasm, or perhaps humor, in anecdotes that mention
the Shu‘tibiyya, which is sometimes missed by modern scholars. For example,
Abu al-Faraj al-Isfahani (himself a Qurashi) states that the late Umayyad-era
courtier Isma‘il b. Yasar (d. before 132/750) was a Shu‘tbi with an intense parti-
sanship for the ‘Ajam (shu ‘@biyyan shadid al-ta‘assub li-1-‘Ajam).>> According to
Ab al-Faraj, Isma‘il recited:

Many a crowned head I call uncle, great ones of noble tribe.

They are named “Persians” according to their excellent descent.

Desist then, O Umama, from boasting to us, leave injustice and speak the truth:
While we brought up our daughters, you buried yours in the sands.

An Arab answered: “Indeed. You needed your daughters but we did not.”*® Isma ‘il
refers to the pre-Islamic Arabs’ practice of burying newborn girls, which is con-
demned in the Qur’an (Qur’an 81:8). The Arab has the last word, however, with an
allegation of Zoroastrian incest.””

55 Abi al-Faraj al-Isfahani, al-Aghani, vol. 1, pt. 4 (Bulag: Dar al-Tiba‘a al-‘Amira, 1867), 121
(this being the edition used by Goldziher). Ibn al-Nadim and Yaqat do not mention Isma‘il b.
Yasar, but see, e. g., al-Safadi, al-Wafi bi-1-Wafayat, 9:143—-45. Al-Safadi’s reporting mentions that
Isma‘il boasted in favor of the ‘Ajam against the Arabs and that he was afflicted by ‘asabiyya for
the ‘Ajam. See Amin’s argument against labeling Umayyad-era figures such as Isma‘il b. Yasar as
Shu‘abis, Duha al-Islam, 1:56-57.

56 Abi al-Faraj al-Isfahani, al-Aghani, 1, pt. 4:120; trans. Goldziher (C. R. Barber and S. M. Stern),
Muslim Studies, 1:148n3; Muhammedanische Studien, 1:160-61n3.

57 For another mention of this anecdote, see Radi al-Din al-Astarabadhi’s (d. 684 or 686/1285—
8) Sharh Shafiyat Ibn al-Hajib, esp. 4:319. For the composition of this text, see H.Fleisch, “Ibn
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Such name-calling can tell us very little about a social or cultural “move-
ment,” and likewise there is very little evidence of anything like a Shu‘iibi iden-
tity at any point in history. Far more commonly Shu bt appears, rather, to have
been a term for others whom one wished to tarnish as bigots. Shu‘ibism was thus
a label, not a name. In other words, far from being a prototypical reaction of Ira-
nians to the Arab conquests and Arab culture, Shu‘iibism as an abstract category
was the invention of cultural conservatives such as Ibn Qutayba whose anxieties
modern scholars may guess at but should not mistake as paradigmatic for Irani-
ans or their cultural ambitions.

Finally, the case of the Shu‘tbiyya illustrates a general problem surrounding
our own searches for prototypes, which is that they are often products of the envi-
ronment in which modern historians work; the present manufactures the past.
The present, of course, always inflects a historian’s interpretation. The problem
arises when this natural conditioning is not problematized. Historians have had
a particularly hard time avoiding nationalist sentiment when dealing with the
Shu‘dbiyya. A view of the Shu‘libis as nationalists has been discredited as an
excessive reading of modern nationalism backward. But it is also important to
realize that the term Shu‘tibiyya has often been used to censor opponents of Arab
aspirations and ideology, ranging from Iraqi communists and the Left in general
to Taha Husayn. Several books and pamphlets have treated the Shu‘iibiyya, often
with plainly Arab nationalist agendas. It is telling that Persian-language works
on the phenomenon are comparatively rare. Scholars writing in European lan-
guages are sadly disconnected from this polemical use of the term and continue
to use it naively in their scholarship, when across the Arabic-speaking world the
name continues to conjure up a polemical context long after scholars such as the
Iraqi ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Diiri were taken to task by their compatriots for delivering in
their scholarship on the Shu‘tibiyya thinly veiled attacks on contemporary oppo-
nents of pan-Arabism.>® All the way back in 1964, Ahmad ‘Abbas Salih, editor of
Cairo’s leading cultural monthly, al-Katib, said of nationalists who used the term
Shu‘ubiyya: “Although they have used it to dispel anti-Arab nationalist trends, the

al-Hadjib,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2" ed., ed. P. Bearman et al.

58 Al-Dari explains in his introduction to Al-Judhiir al-Ta’rikhiyya li-l-Shu ‘iibiyya how he came to
write his book: “Voices have been heard advocating that the Arab heritage be discarded, dispar-
aging Arab culture, attacking Arab and Islamic values, and considering it reactionary to turn to
these values. These voices have begun to derogate the concept of an Arab Nation and are trying
to spread dissension and revolt in the name of regionalism or racialism ... It is because of all this
that the writer has sought to present a critical, scientific view of the roots of Shu‘ubiyya in Arab
society.” Cited by Nissim Rejwan in Arabs in the Mirror: Images and Self-Images from Pre-Islamic
to Modern Times (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2008), 38-39.
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weapon has proved to be two-edged — one edge, and the more dangerous of the
two, leads to a despicable racialism and hysterical suspiciousness that attacks
before it reflects or converses; the other edge is like an old weapon used to fight
a new battle.”* The Arabic-speaking Middle East has moved on from a fixation
on Shu‘lbiyya, as it has from a fixation on Arab nationalism. It is time academics
working outside of it do the same.
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Prioritizing Metaphysics over Epistemology:
Divine Justice (‘Adl) and Human Reason
(“Ag)) in al-Shaykh al-Mufid’s Theology

Muhammad ibn Muhammad ibn al-Nu‘man al-‘Ukbari al-Baghdadi (ca. 336/948-
413/1022), known also as Ibn al-Mu‘allim but more commonly as al-Shaykh
al-Mufid, was born in ‘Ukbara, a town north of Baghdad along the Tigris river, at
a time of major political transitions and new identity formation in Islamic history.
He is widely recognized as the most prominent Imami Shi‘i scholar of his time
who contributed to the changes during this period by mainstreaming the use of
reason (‘aql) in Imami theology (Kalam) and law (figh).! In this chapter, I examine
his definition of justice (‘adl) to shed light on the nature of his contribution to
the development of Imami theology in the fourth/tenth and fifth/eleventh cen-
turies.? I argue that his impact on Imami thought is best understood when his
work is read as a product of its time, that is, as a distinctly Imami Shi‘i response
to the monumental sociopolitical and religious changes experienced, not only by
the Imami Shi‘a but by Muslims in general during the Bayid era (334-447/945—
1055). The Imamiyya felt a distinct need for a consolidation of religious authority
because of the recent, indefinite occultation of their twelfth Imam. The decen-
tralization of political and religious authority, however, was not unique to the

1 The diversity of the following select references attests to how widespread al-Mufid’s reputa-
tion is for introducing reason into Imami Shi‘i thought: Ahmad ibn ‘Abd al-Halim ibn Taymiyya,
Minhaj al-Sunna al-Nabawiyya ft Nagd Kalam al-Shi‘a (Cairo: Balag, 1321/1902), 1:31; Dominique
Sourdel, L'Imamisme vu par le cheikh al-Mufid (Paris: Librairie Orientaliste Paul Geuthner,
1972), 21-22; Martin J. McDermott, The Theology of al-Shaikh al-Mufid (d. 413/1022) (Beirut:
Dar el-Machreq, 1978); Wilferd Madelung, “Imamism and Mu‘tazilite Theology,” in Le Shi‘isme
imdmate, ed. T. Fahd (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1979), 21; Said Amir Arjomand,
The Shadow of God and the Hidden Imam: Religion, Political Order, and Societal Change in Shi‘ite
Iran from the Beginning to 1890 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), 28; Mohammad Ali
Amir-Moezzi, The Divine Guide in Early Shi‘ism: The Sources of Esotericism in Islam, trans. David
Streight (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994), 12-13, 90, and 138.

2 [ studied al-Mufid along with other early Muslim theologians with Dr. Mahdavi Damghani. I
benefited tremendously from Dr. Mahdavi Damghani’s erudition and always regretted that, for
a variety of reasons, I was not able to include al-Mufid in my dissertation on conceptions of jus-
tice during the Biiyid period. I am very grateful that this celebration of Dr. Mahdavi Damghani’s
scholarship, teaching, and magnanimity has provided me with an opportunity to revisit al-
Mufid’s theology after all these years. Rereading him for this chapter brought me back to the seat
across Dr. Mahdavi Damghani’s desk in Coolidge Hall, Harvard University.
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Imami community but rather was experienced by Muslims across the sectarian
spectrum. Accordingly, al-Mufid, who addressed this crisis of authority, was not
solely responding to an Imami Shi‘i problem as a religious intellectual or an ‘alim
but also to a prominent problem of his times as an Imami Shi‘i. As such, he was
open to learning and selectively borrowing from other sects who were similarly
addressing theological problems at a time of political and religious flux. His
openness to learning from varying sects can be clearly seen in his theological
treatise, Awa@’il al-Magalat, where in addition to stating his own theological con-
clusions he expresses agreements as well as disagreements with the doctrines of
different schools of thought. Sometimes his doctrinal positions were in line with
the Baghdadi Mu‘tazila and sometimes with traditionalists (Ashab al-hadith);? he
did not aim to align Imami Shi‘ism with any specific theological system but rather
to formulate Imami doctrines in a logically consistent and coherent fashion.

The distinction I make between al-Mufid as an Imami intellectual respond-
ing to general problems of his time and as an intellectual responding specifically
to Imami Shi‘i problems may seem pedantic, but ignoring it has been a central
source of confusion in attempts to interpret al-Mufid’s contribution to Imami
thought and, more specifically, in attempts to explain the role and place of ‘agl
in his thought. Most interpretations of al-Shaykh al-Mufid’s thought focus on the
degree to which he accepted ‘aqgl as a source of religious knowledge, thus deviat-
ing from the earlier Imamiyya’s heavy reliance on transmitted knowledge (nagql) in
the form of revelation and traditions (hadith). Did he appropriate Mu‘tazili ratio-
nalism for Imami thought?* If so, what are we to make of his unequivocal belief
in the Prophet and the Imams as sources of divine guidance and his reliance on
their teachings? Alternately, rather than assimilating ‘agl into Imami Shi‘ism, did
he simply use rational theological discourse (Kalam) to defend Imami dogma and
the teachings of the Imams against their opponents?” If this was the case, are we
to assume that he did not realize that rationalizing Imami doctrines would affect
how they are conceived and formulated? This seems a highly unlikely assumption
given that he wrote an entire book dedicated to carefully rephrasing and “correct-

3 Muhammad ibn Muhammad ibn al-Nu‘man al-Mufid, Awa’il al-Magqalat, ed. Ibrahim al-Ansari
al-Zanjani al-Kh@’ini, vol. 4 of Silsilat muallafat al-Shaykh al-Mufid (Beirut: Dar al-Mufid, 1993).
4 This seems to be the question McDermott asks in The Theology of al-Shaykh al-Mufid even
though his work is more descriptive than analytical.

5 This argument is made in Madelung, “Imamism,” 24-25, and Tamima Bayhom-Daou, Shaykh
Mufid (Oxford: Oneworld, 2005), 92.
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ing” his traditionalist teacher’s, the famed Ibn Babawayh (d. 381/991-92), articu-
lation of Imami doctrines.®

What is more likely is that for al-Mufid, in the Baghdad of the late fourth/
tenth and early fifth/eleventh centuries, the reasonableness of Imami doctrines
were not in question as they were for later Muslim scholars and modern academ-
ics. His theological discourses presumed that Imami doctrines were essentially
rational because they were in accord with the underlying structure of existence
(metaphysics). Consequently, he used reason to doctrinally articulate the coher-
ence of Imami beliefs and to define how humans ought to conceptualize God and
God’s relation to humanity.

Historical Context

The historical context of al-Mufid’s thought was marked by transitions in power
structures and struggles for self-definition, the concurrence of which, ironically,
created an intellectually open and culturally vibrant atmosphere that led such
astute historians of the period as Adam Mez, Joel Kraemer, and Roy Mottahedeh
to regard it as the “Renaissance of Islam.”” Political authority was fragmented.
The ‘Umayyads, the Fatimids, and the ‘Abbasids all asserted their control over
their respective territories by claiming to be the rightful vicegerents (khulafa’) of
the Messenger of God. In the heartland of the Muslim empire, the Fertile Cres-
cent, the ‘Abbasid Caliphate had come under the influence of regional dynasties
who paid it nominal homage but in effect governed on its behalf. The seat of the
‘Abbasid Caliphate, Baghdad, was under the control of the Biiyids, a pro-Shi‘i
dynasty who, in 352/963-64, for the first time, officially sanctioned the public
commemoration of the martyrdom of Imam Husayn in Baghdad,® and patronized
the celebration of the festival of Ghadir Khumm, named after the place where the
Shi‘i believe Prophet Muhammad designated his cousin and son-in-law, ‘Ali ibn

6 Muhammad ibn Muhammad ibn al-Nu‘man al-Mufid, Tashth al-I‘tigadat, ed. Husayn Dargahi,
vol. 5 of Silsilat muallafat al-Shaykh al-Mufid.

7 Adam Mez, The Renaissance of Islam, trans. Salahuddin Khuda Bukhsh and D. S. Margoliouth
(London: Luzac, 1934); Joel Kramer, Humanism in the Renaissance of Islam: The Cultural Revival
During the Buyid Age (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1986); and Roy Mottahedeh, Loyalty and Leadership in
an Early Islamic Society, 2" ed. (1980; reprint, London: I. B. Tauris, 2001), 31. Mottahedeh rightly
points out that “this description does not quite fit (what is being reborn?),” but he goes on to
affirm that “no one would deny the flowering of culture in this period.”

8 Abi al-Mahasin Yasuf ibn Taghribirdi, al-Nujim al-Zahira fi Muliik Misr wa al-Qahira (Cairo:
Dar al-Kutub, n.d.), 334.
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Abi Talib, as his successor.” These public commemorations helped define the
practices involved in Shi‘i public rituals for years to come, as well as demon-
strate the growing influence and self-confidence of the Shi‘i under the Bayids.
They also heightened sectarian tensions and contributed to the consolidation of
a Sunni identity in reaction to Shi‘ism.*® Sunnis in Baghdad responded with their
own festivals to commemorate the death of Mus‘ab ibn al-Zubayr, the governor
of Iraq who defeated the proto-Shi‘i rebellion of al-Mukhtar, and Yawm al-Ghar,
the day Abii Bakr and Muhammad hid in a cave to evade capture by their Meccan
opponents.™

The decentralization of power at this time allowed for the formation of smaller
courts in place of a single imperial court; these smaller courts competed with one
another for the patronage of religious scholars, scientists, historians, poets, and
philosophers.’? Emirs and viziers hosted poetry competitions and theological and
scholarly debates. These debates had a formative effect on many religious think-
ers of the era, including al-Mufid, who was acknowledged as “the tongue of the
Imamiyya” for his skill in disputation.'* In these intellectual gatherings, partici-
pants had to develop a language and a system of argumentation that transcended
their sectarian or disciplinary mode of discourse because their opponents were
unlikely to share their disciplinary presuppositions or accept their partisan
sources. Debates exposed scholars to different methods of reasoning and various
understandings of human nature, epistemology, metaphysics, and the human-
God relationship. Debate participants were thus compelled to think about and to
represent their sectarian beliefs and opinions in relation to one another. Schol-
arly disputations helped unify the form in which varying religious beliefs were
articulated and brought them into conversation with one another even if they did
not reconcile sectarian differences.

9 Abt al-Farj ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn ‘Ali ibn al-Jawzi, al-Muntazam fi Ta’rikh al-Mulitk wa al-’Umam
(Hyderabad: Da’irat al-Ma‘arif al-‘Uthmaniyya, AH 1358), 7:15; Aba al-Hasan ‘Ali ibn al-Athir, al-
Kamil fi al-Ta’rikh (Cairo, 1290/1873), 9:58.

10 For a recent discussion of the formation of Sunni identity in relation to Shi‘ism, as well as
pro-Umayyad factions during the ‘Abbasid caliphate, see Abbas Barzegar, “Remembering Com-
munity: Historical Narrative in the Formation of Sunni Islam” (PhD diss., Emory University,
2010).

11 Ibn ‘Athir, al-Kamil, 9:58.

12 Mottahedeh, Loyalty and Leadership, 31.

13 E. Wagner, “Munazara,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2" ed., ed. P. Bearman et al. (Leiden: Brill,
1960-2005).

14 Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Dhahabi, Kitab al-‘Ibar fi Khabar man Ghabar, ed. Salah al-Din
al-Munajjid (Kuwait: Matba‘at Hukiimat al-Kuwait, 1960—-66), 3:114-15, cited in McDermott, The-
ology, 9.
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“The weakness of government threw society back on its own resources,”
leaving its members to innovate and institutionalize means of regulating social
and economic affairs.”® The ulema, along with other elites, played a central role
in this process. As they gained more notoriety and authority in arbitrating and
managing social affairs, they attracted the attention and patronage of rulers
who sought to legitimize their own political authority over provinces with whose
inhabitants they often had little in common ethnically, historically, or (in the case
of the Biyids) religiously.’® The increasing importance of the ulema in public life
combined with the increasing patronage of the ulema as a social class paved the
way for the institutionalization of their positions in society as teachers, jurists,
and judges, and helped formalize their legal and theological teachings through
the establishment of madrasas and madhhabs (legal and theological schools of
thought).

This increased professionalization of the ulema and the consolidation of reli-
gious beliefs and identities affected the historical development of both Sunni and
Shi‘i Islam. Its tempo, however, was different for the Imamiyya. Because of its
political marginalization and quietist interpretation of the Imam as a religious
leader whose spiritual and political authority it fell upon Muslims to oblige rather
than on the Imam himself to assert through insurrection, Imami Shi‘ism was able
to remain chiliastic yet aloof from the political exigencies of governing a diverse
empire.” Up until the turn of the fourth/tenth century, the Imamiyya also had
little reason to develop a methodology for discerning orthodoxy and orthopraxy
because they could theoretically, if not always practically, access divine guidance
through the Imam.

Over time physical access to the Imam was severely restricted. Beginning
with the ninth Imam, Muhammad ibn ‘Ali al-Taqi al-Jawad (195-220/811-35), the
‘Abbasids tried to control access to the Imams and kept a watchful eye on their
activities as rivals to the throne. The eleventh Imam, for example, came to be
known as Hasan al-‘Askari, because he resided in the ‘Abbasid army camp (‘askar)
in Samarra.*® Consequently, by the time Hasan al-‘Askari died in 260/873, leaving
no apparent heir, the Imamiyya had become accustomed to not having direct
access to their source of divine guidance even though in theory their creed was

15 Mottahedeh, Loyalty and Leadership, 39.

16 Muhammad Qasim Zaman, Religion and Politics under the Early ‘Abbasids: The Emergence of
the Proto-Sunni Elite (Leiden: Brill, 1997), in particular 147-66 and 213.

17 Amir-Moezzi, Divine Guide.

18 Heinz Halm, Shiism, trans. Janet Watson (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1991), 34.
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based on such access.” In practice, the Imamiyya had developed a system by
which confidants of the Imam administered the community on his behalf. Indeed,
following the demise of the eleventh Imam, while the community was frantically
struggling to identify its new leader, his associates continued to collect and dis-
tribute requisite alms on behalf of the Imam. One of these associates, Abii ‘Amr
al-Amri, was nicknamed al-Samman (“butter merchant”) “because he carried the
money collected from Iraqi communities to Samarra hidden in a butter sack.”
These associates also continued to respond to petitions received from the com-
munity on behalf of the Imam.?° Eventually, as the doctrine of ghayba or “occulta-
tion” gained a foothold among the Imami Shi‘i, these associates were canonized
in the sacred history of the Imamiyya as four successive “ambassadors” (sufara’)
or “trustees” (wukala’) of the Twelfth Imam through whom they communicated
with the occulted Imam.

The system the Imamiyya developed to administer their community was
robust enough that in 329/941 the notion of ambassadorship itself was abandoned
and the Twelfth Imam was said to have gone into “total occultation” (al-ghayba
al-tamma) to reappear at an indefinite time as the Mahdi (“the rightly-guided”)
to establish justice on earth as the rightful leader of the Muslim community
(Cumma). It is worth noting that the ministerial system that the Imamiyya progres-
sively developed over several decades to accommodate their community’s limited
access to the Imam was at odds with the charismatic and chiliastic structure of
Shi‘ism, which centered around the figure of the Imam as an immediate source of
divine guidance and salvation for humanity. Put differently, the Imamiyya had a
bureaucratic means of administering themselves but lacked a theological expla-
nation for their community in the physical absence of the Imam.

For a while, gnostic understandings of the Imams as celestial incarnates
who provided a means to salvation by imparting to their followers secret knowl-
edge of the divinity of the human soul offered one of the more persuasive theo-
logical explanations of what it meant to be a member of the Shi‘i community
without access to the Imam. Gnosticism, however, posed a serious threat to the
legitimacy of divine law, and as such most Imami scholars ultimately rejected
it as “extremist” (ghuluww).?* As evidenced by the publication, and later can-
onization, of such hadith collections as al-Kafi fi ‘Illm al-Din (“what suffices in

19 Hossein Modarressi Tabataba’i, Crisis and Consolidation in the Formative Period of Shi‘ite
Islam: Abu Ja‘far ibn Qiba al-Razi and His Contribution to Imamite Shi‘ite Thought (Princeton, NJ:
Darwin, 1993), 70.

20 Halm, Shiism, 36.

21 Bayhom-Daou, Shaykh Mufid, 8-9; and Halm, Shiism, 42-43.
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knowledge of religion”) and Man la yahduruhu al-fagih (“one without access to
a legal scholar”), the Imamiyya sought to define themselves primarily through
hadiths of the Prophet and traditions of the Imam rather than through an eso-
teric connection with the Imam’s divine knowledge. Al-Shaykh al-Mufid was a
student of the author of Man la yahduruhu al-fagih, Muhammad ibn ‘Ali ibn Babu-
wayh (mentioned above) and succeeded him as the most prominent scholar of
the Imamiyya. By the time al-Mufid was recognized in this role in the latter part
of the fourth/tenth century, Imami scholars were faced with the dual task of 1)
identifying the enduring, soteriological significance of the Imams as intermedi-
aries between God and humanity and 2) developing a means of discerning God’s
attributes and will without disrupting the structures the Imamiyya had built to
administer their communal lives. Al-Mufid tended to the first of these tasks by
penning a widely celebrated book on the biographies of the Imams,?* but it is his
attempts to address the second task that preoccupies the rest of this chapter.

Al-Mufid and Rationalism

Against this historical backdrop, it is easy to see why many scholars of Shi‘ism
have explained al-Mufid’s introduction of rational arguments into Imami Shi‘ism
as a solution to the problem of authority during the Great Occultation. Aql already
had a prominent place in early Imami literature, even though, as Mohammad
Ali Amir-Moezzi has shown, it was not attributed to “dialectical reasoning” but
rather understood as “hiero-intelligence”—a spiritual organ and a cosmogenic
force through which God was perceived and the world ordered.® According to
Amir-Moezzi, because of the homonymy of ‘agl as hiero-intelligence and ‘agl as
reason, al-Mufid and other Imami rationalists in the fourth/tenth and fifth/elev-
enth centuries “neglected the semantic slide in the idea, and believed they were
working in the name of ‘aqgl so lauded by the imams” when they criticized their
predecessor in the name of reason and rationalized Imami doctrinal discourses.?*

In this light, al-Shaykh al-Mufid’s affinity toward Baghdadian Mu‘tazilism
appears as a convenient means of rationally defending Shi‘ism at a moment of
existential crisis by appropriating an existing system of theology, which most
closely cohered with Imami doctrines. Such a reading of al-Mufid, however, over-

22 See his Kitab al-Irshad, which remains his most popular work and has been translated into
English by I. K. A. Howard.

23 Amir-Moezzi, Divine Guide, 6-13.

24 Amir-Moezzi, Divine Guide, 13.



194 —— Partlil: Islamic Theology, Islamic Jurisprudence and Islamic Philosophy

looks the fact that this was not only a moment of uncertainty for the Imamiyya
but also a time of growing Shi‘i presence in public life. The lack of fixity in doc-
trine as well as religious and political authority had allowed for great intellectual
and cultural openness and vitality, which brought the Shi‘i out of the margins of
society and politics and allowed scholars, such as al-Shaykh al-Mufid, to address
the theological problems of their time from center stage. When we read al-Mufid’s
theological discussion of justice as having been articulated from the epicenter
of intellectual activity at this time, his use of ‘agl no longer appears as a misap-
propriated solution to a crisis which had struck the Imamiyya nor as a radical
interjection of rationalism into Imami Shi‘ism but rather as a means of structur-
ing religious thinking and articulating a distinctly Imami understanding of the
God-human relationship to not only the Shi‘a but the 'umma as a whole.?®

Al-Mufid’s Discussion of Justice

I say that God—lofty is His majesty—has power over injustice just as He has power over
justice, but He does not act unjustly (jawran), tyrannically (zulman), or repugnantly
(gabthan). The Imamiyya collectively, all of the Mu‘tazila, save al-Nazzam, and a group
among the Murji’a, the Zaydiyya, the Traditionalist (Ashab al-hadith), and the Khawarij
(al-muhkimma) agree on this view. All proponents of predestination, al-Nazzam, and every-
one else who concurs in their opposition to [divine] Justice and Unity oppose us.*®

Anyone who is enticed by al-Mufid’s reputation as a pivotal figure in the Imami-
yya’s turn toward dialectical reasoning is bound to be disappointed by the
Shaykh’s laconism and apparent dogmatism. The above quotation, along with the
two citations below, are about the sum total of all that al-Mufid has to say on ‘adl
directly in his most comprehensive extant theological treatise, Awa’il al-Magalat:

I say that God—mighty and majestic—is compassionately just (‘adlun karimun). He created
creation (khalaqa al-khalg) to worship Him and commanded them to obey Him and forbade
transgressions against Him. He surrounded them with His guidance. He set them upon
graces and favored them with goodness (ihsan). He did not obligate anyone to carry out
what he could not bear, and He did not command him to do what he had not given him the
capacity to do. Nothing in his makings is in vain, and there is no discrepancy in his creation

25 In relation to this point, Dominique Sourdel argued that by presenting Imami theological
arguments in a more universalist language, al-Mufid sought to appeal to the large number of
Muslims at this time who did not associate with ahl al-sunna wa al-jama‘ (Sunnis). See Sourdel,
L’Imamisme, 35-36.

26 Al-Mufid, al-Magqalat, 56.
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or any badness in his doings. He is too sublime to participate in the acts of His servants and
too exalted to compel their deeds. He only punishes one for the sinfulness of one’s action,
and He only blames one for the badness of one’s acts. “He does not wrong so much as the
weight of an atom, and if there is a good deed, he adds to it, giving from Himself a mighty
reward.” (Qur’an 4:40). The majority of the Imamiyya agree with this position. Wide circu-
lating traditions with multiple lines of transmission from the family of Muhammad attest to
it. All the Mu‘tazila, with the exception of Dirar and his followers, are of this view. This is the
position of many of the Murji’a and a number of the Zaydiyya and the Khawarij, and a few
of the Traditionalists. Opposed to it are the majority of the general public (al-‘@mma) and
anyone else whom we did not list. They claim that God—exalted—created most of His cre-
ation to disobey him and selected some of His servants to worship him. He did not make his
blessing (ni‘ma) universally available and obligated most of them to obey Him without the
capacity to do so. He created the acts of all of his creatures and punishes sinners for the act
of disobedience He made in them. He commanded what He does not will and forbids what
He willed. He decreed worshipers to be unjust. He loves depravity and hates righteousness
from most of His servants. He is exalted far above what wrongdoers say!*”

I say that God—lofty is His majesty—is compassionately just. He does not punish one except
for the blame one has earned or for the crime one has committed or for perpetuating a
wrong that he had forbidden.?®

What are we to make of such terse expressions of dogma? Al-Mufid addressed
Awda’il al-Magalat to “our lord the Noble Marshal” (sayyiduna al-sharif al-naqib).
The Nagib, to whom I refer in English as “marshal,” was an official at this time
whom the Biiyids appointed from among the Shi‘i nobility to oversee Imami sacred
sites and pilgrimages. The person holding the office at the time of al-Mufid’s
writing was most likely al-Sharif al-Radi (d. 406/1016), who came from a prom-
inent Imami family and had been a pupil of al-Mufid.?® Al-Mufid explains, “I set
down in this book the points he [i.e., al-Sharif al-Radi] had selected to demon-
strate the differences between the Shi‘i and the Mu‘tazila and to explain the rela-
tion between the proponents of Divine Justice (‘adliyya) among the Shi‘i and the
Mu‘tazila as well as the differences between the latter and the religious principles
upon which the Imamiyya have consensus.”?® Are we to assume from this stated
purpose of Awa@’il al-Magalat that al-Mufid was simply articulating Shi‘i doctrines

27 Ibid., 57-58.

28 Ibid., 61. Here too, al-Mufid discusses the positions of other groups, but I do not translate
them because they do not shed much light on his own view.

29 Moktar Djebli, “al-Sharif al-Radi,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2™ ed.; Sourdel, L’Imamisme,
37n2; McDermott, Theology, 22n1.

30 Al-Mufid, al-Magalat, 33.
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concisely for the sake of an advanced student of theology? Was Awa’il al-Magalat
a guidebook of Imami theology (or a heresiography®') for the Shi‘i elite?

It is clear from the above citations that al-Mufid was fully aware of how central
the issue of divine justice was to the theological debates of the time. Theological
discussions of justice touched upon God’s omnipotence. Did human conceptions
of whatisjustlimit God’s power to act in a way that humans would consider unjust?
Al-Mufid tells his readers: God has power over injustice but does not act unjustly.

Discussions of divine justice touched upon the problem of free will and pre-
destination. Can God punish or reward humans for their behavior if humans have
no control over their actions? Al-Mufid tells his readers: God has given humans
the capacity to act and is too sublime to share any part in humans’ mundane
activities.

Discussions of divine justice also raised ethical questions about how we know
something is good and just or bad and unjust. Is an act just because God com-
mands it or does God command an act because it is inherently just? Indeed this
was a central point of contention in Kalam. The Mu‘tazila believed that goodness
and justice are innate characteristics of acts that could be determined as such
through the intellect and intuition. The ‘Ash‘aris and the Ahl al-hadith argued
that justice is determined by God’s commands and revealed to humanity through
revelation. Al-Mufid is curiously silent about this question. On the one hand he
seems to side with the traditionalist position of the ‘Ash‘aris and Ahl al-hadith by
stating that God created humans to obey Him. On the other hand, when he indi-
cates that God has power over injustice, he seems to suggest that humans have
the ability to determine what is just irrespective of God’s commands. I will return
to this question below. There is clearly not enough information in his discussion
of justice in Aw@’il al-Magqalat to ascertain his position on this issue. For now, it is
important to take note of his silence.

Even though al-Mufid did not feel the need to offer rational proofs of his theo-
logical positions, he, and presumably his intended audience, were well aware of
contemporary theological debates. By penning Imami positions in these debates,
he seems to have been concerned not just with defining Imami theology but doing
so in a way that was logically consistent. In other words, even though he was
not concerned with justifying Imami beliefs through reason, he was very much
concerned with demonstrating that there is an underlying logic to Imami beliefs
that is internally consistent. The implicit logic underlining his terse explanation
of divine justice is as follows: God has created humans and informed them of
His commands and prohibitions; God graciously guided humans and surrounded

31 Sourdel, L'Imamisme, 10.
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them with blessings; God gave humans the capacity to act and did not burden
them with what they could not bear. Therefore, God is justified in punishing them
for their acts of transgression against God. Moreover, if one believes, as all believ-
ing Muslims do, that God is just and omnipotent, it is logically consistent to also
believe that God could act unjustly but would never do so.*

Earlier I mentioned that there has been much confusion about the role of
reason in al-Mufid’s thought. [ hope his discussion of justice illustrates the source
of this confusion. There is a rational underpinning to al-Mufid’s theological posi-
tions, but his positions are in line with traditionalist teachings. For this reason
scholars have interpreted his use of dialectical reasoning (Kalam) as a means of
defending the teachings of the Imam during the early decades of the Great Occul-
tation.>® There is, however, another side to al-Mufid’s use of dialectical reasoning.
Whatever solutions Kalam may have provided for the problems of authority that
the Imamiyya were facing during the Great Occultation, it also saddled Shi‘ism
with the burden of making its theological doctrines logically consistent; needless
to say, this affected how Imami doctrines came to be understood and articulated.
The importance of this development can be seen in al-Mufid’s Tashih al-I‘tigadat
in which al-Mufid “corrects” a treatise on Imami theology (al-I‘tigadat al-Imami-
yya) by his teacher and predecessor, the eminent Imami traditionalist Ibn Babu-
wayh. Most of his corrections, as I will show through an examination of his dis-
cussion of justice, aimed not to rationally disprove Ibn Babuwayh’s doctrines (as
the title seems to suggest), but to articulate his positions in a more disciplined
and logically consistent fashion, which inevitably—and ingeniously—altered Ibn
Babuwayh’s text without straying from the essence of his doctrines.

Ibn Babuwayh’s principal chapter on justice (‘adl) reads:

We believe that God—blessed and exalted—commanded us to be just while He treats us
according to what is greater than it, and that is grace (tafaddul). The reason for this is His
saying, “Whoever comes with a good deed to him is ten times its kind, and whoever comes
with a bad deed, he will be recompensed its like. They shall not be wronged” (Qur’an 6:160).
And justice is that which recompenses goodness and punishes badness. The Prophet, peace
be upon him, said, “No one enters the Garden except by the mercy of God, mighty and
majestic.”*

32 Of course, as noted in the above citations from Awa’il al-Magalat, proponents of the doctrine
of divine justice and unity accused their opponents of believing that God is unjust, but none of
the ‘Ash‘ari or Ashab al-hadith ever saw themselves as describing God as unjust. Rather, they
defined justice and goodness as whatever God does.

33 Madelung, “Imamism,” 25. Bayhom-Daou, Shaykh Mufid, 92.

34 Muhammad ibn ‘Ali ibn Babuwayh al-Shaykh al-Saduq, I‘tigadat, ed. ‘Isam ‘Abd al-Sayyid,
vol. 5 of Silsilat Mu'allafat al-Shaykh al-Mufid (Beirut: Dar al-Mufid, 1993), 69.
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Given that as a Muslim, Ibn Babuwayh undoubtedly believed that God is just, it
is interesting that he sees no connection between his definition of justice and the
way in which God’s relation with humanity ought to be conceived. Justice is what
God commands for the human realm. The divine’s relation with humans is based
on compassion and grace as stated in the Qur’an and the Hadith. The language
of revelation, for Ibn Babuwayh, thus defines the reality of God’s relation with
humanity, not human conceptions of God’s attributes. There is no need here to
hone one’s linguistic expression of belief or to strive for logical consistency in
one’s language because neither language nor logic could reflect reality as it is
experienced.

Needless to say, this mode of writing theology contrasts with Kalam or dia-
lectical theology both in form and content. Formally, the purpose of Kalam was to
express rationally the nature of God through carefully crafted linguistic expres-
sions, which were both rational and in accord with revelation. A theological posi-
tion that could be shown to meet this dual standard was consequently regarded
as universally valid. In Ibn Babuwayh’s I‘tigadat, however, language is merely a
means of communication. Linguistic expressions and structures do not have to be
exact because they do not bear the ontological burden of revealing the reality of
things by ascertaining definitions.

In terms of its content, unlike discourses in Kalam, Ibn Babuwayh’s dis-
course is not predicated on epistemology. Theological discourses in Kalam trea-
tises generally began with reflections on how humans know and the different
types of knowledge.*® They proceeded from there to demonstrating the neces-
sity of knowing God. Then, they discussed God’s attributes and established the
possibility and validity of revelation through which religious duties are defined.
Consequently, in classical Kalam discourses, the issue of how humans know was
directly related to ethics and to the nature of God’s relation to humanity.>® The
way in which one determined what constituted knowledge, and thus truth/reality
(al-haqiqa), shaped how one understood what was good or bad, just or unjust.

35 This point is also true for al-Mufid’s al-Magalat, despite the fact that his text is organized
more idiosyncratically and is more similar to early Muslim doxographies than Kalam treatis-
es. After identifying the distinctive features of Imami Shi‘ism, al-Mufid turns to the question of
how humans gain knowledge of religion. “The Imamiyya,” he writes, “agree that the intellect
(al-‘aql), for its knowledge and conclusions [regarding religious obligations] needs revelation
(al-sam®)” (44).

36 See Kambiz GhaneaBassiri, “The Epistemological Foundation of Conceptions of Justice in
Classical Kalam: A Study of ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s al-Mughni and Ibn al-Bagillani’s al-Tamhid,” Journal
of Islamic Studies 19, no. 1 (2008): 71-96.
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For Ibn Babuwayh, however, how humans determined what was just (ta‘dil) had
little bearing on how God related to humanity because, for him, God’s relation to
humans was defined by divine grace and not by knowledge.

In his “correction” of Ibn Babuwayh’s creed, al-Mufid does not turn Ibn Babu-
wayh'’s position inside out by revising it to conform to the structure of arguments
employed in Kalam. Rather, he aims to hone Ibn Babuwayh’s language and defi-
nition of justice. Unlike Ibn Babuwayh, who begins by asserting the existence
of divine grace and then defines justice, al-Mufid begins with justice and makes
God’s grace an attribute of divine justice. He states:

Justice is the recompensing of an act according to what is due to it and injustice is the
obstruction of rights. God, the exalted, is just, munificent, generous, gracious and compas-
sionate. He has ensured the recompense of acts and reparation for the one on whom pain
has been afflicted, and He promised grace (tafaddul) after that over and above what he has
[coming to him].>”

Al-Mufid here amends Ibn Babuwayh’s definition of justice by specifying that
justice is not simply the recompensing of acts but the recompensing of acts
according to their desert.>® He also makes explicit what one could safely assume
Ibn Babuwayh took for granted, mainly that God is just and that despite God’s
munificence God punishes and rewards acts according to their due. Al-Mufid
makes divine grace and mercy concomitant with the divine attribute of justice.
In doing so, he subtly brings justice back into God’s relation with humanity
(in contrast to his teacher who saw justice as a means of recompense that was
immaterial to God’s relation to creation because God’s relation to humanity was
defined by God’s grace, which is ultimately beyond any form of compensation or
recompense).

For evidence of his position, al-Mufid, just as Ibn Babuwayh, resorts to rev-
elation:

37 Al-Mufid, Tashih, 103.

38 It is worth noting that al-Mufid, here, expresses a definition of justice that would have been
familiar to the people of the Fertile Crescent since the time the Emperor Justinian (r. 529-65)
ordered the codification of Roman law. The Justinian Code includes a dictum from the jurist
Ulpian (third century), which according to D. D. Raphael “had become the standard definition
of justice [in the Roman and Byzantine Empires]: Iustitia est constans et perpetua voluntas ius
suum cuique tribuendi (‘Justice is the constant and permanent will to render to each person what
is his right.’).” Justinian Code, Digest, i.1.10 cited in D. D. Raphael, Concepts of Justice (Oxford:
Clarendon, 2001), 56.
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He, the exalted, said, “For those who do good is the best and more ...” (Qur’an 10:26). He
declared that for those who do good there is the deserved reward as well as more than
what they earned. He said, “Whoever comes with a good deed to him is ten times its kind,”
meaning he receives ten of the kind of reward he deserved. “And whoever comes with a bad
deed, he will be recompensed its like. They shall not be wronged” (Qur’an 6:160). What He
means [in this verse] is that He does not punish him beyond what he deserves. Then, he has
ensured, following the punishment, clemency and promised forgiveness. He said, praised
be He, “Indeed, your Lord is forgiving of people for their wrongdoings” (Qur’an 13:6). He
said, praised be He, “Indeed, God does not forgive anything being associated with Him, and
forgives anything else to whomever he wills” (Qur’an 4: 48).%

Unlike Ibn Babuwayh, however, al-Mufid’s explanation of justice does not stop at
citations from the Qur’an. He goes on to show how grace and justice are logically
related to one another because of the metaphysical structure of existence.

He said, praised be He, “Say, ‘In the bounty and mercy of God, therein let them rejoice’”
(Qur’an 10:58). That which is due to the worshiper is that which God, exalted, made a right
for him. Its requisite is God’s generosity and munificence. Were the worshiper to reckon
his account of justice, nothing would be due to him given the blessings that preceded him.
Because God preceded His creation with blessings and necessitated that they be thank-
ful for them, there is no one in creation who could repay God’s blessings with his works.
Nor could anyone thank Him enough and not fall short of the gratitude divine blessings
deserve.*®

Given that in the divine act of creation, the bounties of creation precede human
existence, al-Mufid argues that there is no right due to humans by God, and
humans could never repay God, neither by their actions nor by their gratitude,
for the bounties God has provided for them in the world. He states, “There is con-
sensus among the people of intellect (ahl al-‘agl) that anyone who says that I have
fulfilled what God, most high, has made incumbent upon me and have repaid
his blessings with gratitude is errant.”** Divine justice in the world is thus inex-
tricable from divine grace because God’s grace precedes God’s justice in creation
and there is nothing that God owes humanity given all the bounty that God has
provided for humanity.

In his use of reason, al-Mufid does not subvert, or even revise, Ibn Babu-
wayh’s conception of justice. Rather he justifies it by demonstrating that it is in
accord with our experiential understanding of how the world is ordered (meta-
physics). In this prioritizing of metaphysics over epistemology lies an important

39 Al-Mufid, Tashih, 103-4.
40 Ibid., 104.
41 Ibid.
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clue for explaining the curious silence in al-Mufid’s discussions of divine justice
about how humans make ethical judgments. The question of how humans know
what is good or just and what is bad or unjust becomes irrelevant to understand-
ings of divine justice because any measure of recompense that applies in humans’
dealings with one another does not apply to God given the bounty of God’s grace
which humans experience in their lives.

This, however, does not mean that human reasoning is inconsequential for
understanding God or divine justice. Reasoning about the relation between divine
grace and divine justice reveals God’s relation to humanity. Al-Mufid further
explains that though the precedence of grace in creation makes grace, rather than
justice, the primary way in which God relates to humanity, this does not mean
that all of humanity is equal before God. Since God’s grace necessitates gratitude,
it is obvious that one who is not thankful to God deserves blame. Unfortunately,
given the Shaykh’s penchant for laconicism, he does not write about those who
are not thankful to God. Rather, al-Mufid explains, “Given that, in the intellect
(ft al-‘uquil), the state of a thankful actor is the opposite of the state of one who
does not act, then, it follows through intellection that a thankful person deserves
praise and one who does not act, according to the intellect, is not praiseworthy
... And if the intellect necessitates that he have advantage over one who does
not act, then it would be just for God to treat him according to what the intellect
deems his right.” After all, God prefers action to inaction; “For God, most high,
had commanded justice and prohibited injustice. He, most high, said, ‘Indeed,
God commands justice and good deeds’” (Qur’an 16:90).%* Here, al-Mufid rightly
corrects and not just elaborates on one of Ibn Babuwayh’s assertions. While he
agrees with his teacher that God’s relation with humanity ought to be conceptu-
alized based on grace rather than justice, in the rare case of the inactive person,
justice requires that God treat the thankful active person differently than the inac-
tive person by giving the former the praise that he deserves according to reason.

Conclusion

By predicating his theological discourse on metaphysics rather than episte-
mology, al-Shaykh al-Mufid, in effect, imported into the Kalam discourse of his
time a different premise for making rational theological arguments. Given how
closely his doctrinal position on ‘adl aligned with the work of the prominent
Imami scholar and traditionalist, Ibn Babuwayh, it seems that al-Mufid’s differ-

42 Ibid.,105.
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ent mode of Kalam argumentation was firmly embedded in earlier Imami Shi‘i
thought. Indeed, his emphasis on God’s grace and munificence in his discussion
of ‘adl preserved for the Shi‘i Imams their role as divinely inspired intercessors on
behalf of their followers. God’s grace and mercy supersedes any ethical notion of
recompense. “The imam was for the Imamiyya,” as Wilferd Madelung observed,
“the intercessor for the community of his followers. It was inconceivable for them
that anyone who followed him faithfully should, as Mu‘tazilism taught, be con-
demned to permanent and unconditional punishment or could lose his status as
a believer, whatever sins he might have committed.”*

We would thus be amiss, as the more recent scholarship on al-Mufid has
shown, to see his introduction of rationalism into Shi‘ism as a means of subordi-
nating Imamism to Mu‘tazili Kalam. What I have tried to show in my reading of
al-Mufid’s conception of justice is that we would be equally remiss to overlook how
his use of rational dialectics as an Imami intellectual affected Kalam. Al-Mufid
did not just use Kalam to defend Imami beliefs and doctrines. His attempt to wed
Kalam with Imami doctrines demanded that the latter be expressed in a logically
consistent manner. This demand shifted al-Mufid away from prevailing modes
of Kalam argumentation in the fourth/tenth and fifth/eleventh centuries rooted
in epistemological reasoning, and it led him to introduce novel ways of making
rational theological arguments fundamentally based in metaphysics.
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Ahmed El Shamsy

Returning to God through His Names:
Cosmology and Dhikr

in a Fourteenth-Century Sufi Treatise

Following the institutionalization of the Sufi orders, the ritual practice of dhikr took on a
central role. In this paper I show that under the influence of the speculative Sufism that had
taken root in the orders, dhikr came to be theorized as a method of return: a graded process
that could lead its practitioner back to humanity’s divine origin through various layers of
existence. The core text at the heart of my analysis is the perennially popular Sirr al-As-
rar (or Bayan al-Asrar), which in modern editions and translations has been misattributed
to ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani (d. 561/1166) but which in fact was written by Yasuf al-Karani
(d. 768/1367), a Kurdish Sufi who settled in Egypt.

Beginning in the sixth/twelfth century, Sufism underwent a fundamental trans-
formation with two principal facets. The first of these was the emergence of an
institutional framework of Sufi orders, structured by a system of master-disciple
relations and based in endowed lodges. The second was the formulation of holis-
tic doctrines that incorporated and adapted elements from a range of intellectual
and religious traditions. The former development gave Sufism significant influ-
ence over popular religiosity, while the latter reconfigured the meaning of key
Islamic concepts and practices.!

My aim in this article is to shed light on this transformation by examining
the theorization of dhikr, formalized remembrance and contemplation of God, as
developed in an eighth-/fourteenth-century Sufi text. My analysis reveals that the
emergence of dhikr as the primary Sufi ritual within the nascent Sufi orders was
underpinned and supported by a theoretical foundation rooted in a Neoplatonic
cosmology of emanation. Within this framework, the increasingly internalized
recitation of specific divine names allowed the Sufi seeker to gradually overcome
the distance separating the person uttering the name from the one named and
thus to return to humanity’s original abode in the realm of divine presence.

I would like to thank Tilman Nagel for his helpful comments on an early draft of this paper and
the Muslim Academic Trust (Cambridge, UK) for its financial support of the research on which
the paper is based.

1 On these developments see, for example, J. Spencer Trimingham, The Sufi Orders in Islam (Ox-
ford: Clarendon, 1971), 9-11, and David Martin, “The Return to the ‘One’ in the Philosophy of
Najm al-Din al-Kubra,” in Neoplatonism and Islamic Thought, ed. Parviz Morewedge, 211-46 (Al-

bany: State University of New York Press, 1992), 213-14.
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The Work and Its Author

The principal work analyzed here is a short Sufi treatise on dhikr, comprising
between thirty and sixty handwritten pages and divided into twenty-four chap-
ters. The work is known variously as Sirr al-Asrar, Asrar al-Asrar, al-Asrar, Bayan
al-Asrar li al-Talibin, Bayan Asrar al-Talibin, al-Suliik fi Batin al-Asrar, and Risala
f1al-Batin wa al-Zahir; 1 refer to it in this article by its best-known title, Sirr al-As-
rar.? Numerous manuscript copies of the work are extant,? attesting to its pop-
ularity, and it has been printed several times in Arabic.* In addition, at least
two translations into English have been published, as well as translations into
French, Spanish, Turkish, Indonesian, Urdu, and Persian.’

The Arabic editions as well as all of the translations attribute the authorship of
Sirr al-Asrar to the famous Hanbali Sufi ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani (d. 561/1166). Other

2 Footnote references to Sirr al-Asrar pertain to the printed edition by Muhammad ‘Azqil and
Khalid al-Zar‘i (Damascus: Dar al-Sanabil, 1992); references to Bayan al-Asrar relate to a manu-
script housed at Istanbul’s Siileymaniye Library, Sehid Ali Pasa 1390/1.

3 The multiplicity of possible titles makes manuscripts of the work difficult to count, but a cur-
sory survey has identified at least thirty-nine copies. Istanbul, Siileymaniye: Ali Nihat Tarlan 79;
Asir Efendi 148; Diiglimlii Baba 234; Esad Efendi 3540; Hac1t Mahmud Efendi 431, 2529, 2577, 2879,
2940, 3107, 6443, and 6446; Karacelebizade 228; Kasidecizade 672; Laleli 2039 and 3731; Resid
Efendi 1180; and Sehid Ali Pasa 1390. Damascus, Zahiriyya: 94, 3956, 6919, 7389, 9177, and 11242.
Aleppo, Wataniyya: 18581. Hama (Syria): 5707 (see the editors’ introduction to Sirr al-Asrar, 10).
Cairo, Dar al-Kutub: 23074. Cairo, al-Azhar: Majami‘, 744. Princeton University: Yahuda 2333,
2803, 981, 5433, and 5814. Wien, Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek: 1661 (see Gustav Fliigel, Die
arabischen, persischen und tiirkischen Handschriften der kaiserlichen und koniglichen Hofbiblio-
thek zu Wien [Wien: Hof- und Staatsdruckerei, 1867], 3:101). Berlin, Staatsbibliothek: 3060 and
3061 (see Wilhelm Ahlwardt, Verzeichnis der arabischen Handschriften [Berlin: A. Asher, 1891],
3:110-11). Leiden University: Or 1018. Bratislava University Library: Basagic 224 and 225.

4 The published editions carry the title Sirr al-Asrar. The first edition was published on the mar-
gins of al-Jilani’s Ghunya (Mecca: al-Maktaba al-Miriyya, 1314/1896-97); this was followed by an
edition from al-Matba‘a al-Bahiyya al-Misriyya in Cairo in 1955. The most recent edition is that of
Muhammad ‘Azqil and Khalid al-Zar‘i, to which I refer in the footnotes.

5 The Secret of Secrets, trans. Tosun Bayrak (Cambridge: Islamic Texts Society, 1992); The Book
of the Secret of Secrets and the Manifestation of Lights, trans. Muhtar Holland (Ft. Lauderdale,
FL: Al-Baz, 2000); Secret des Secrets, trans. Abd el-Wadiid Bour (Beirut: al-Bouraq, 1999); El Se-
creto de los Secretos, trans. Carmen Liafio (Madrid: Madrid Sufi, 2000); Sirru’l-esrdr: Sirlann sun,
trans. Mehmet Eren (Istanbul: Gelenek Yayincilik, 2006); Rahasia Dibalik Rahasia (Surabaya:
Risalah Gusti, 2002); Sirr al-Asrar [in Urdu] (Lahore: Maktaba-i Zawiya, 2003); Sirr al-Asrar [in
Persian], trans. Muslim Zamani and Karim Zamani (Tehran: Nashr-i Nay, 1385/2006).
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suggested authors include Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 638/1240),° ‘Umar al-Milani al-Rashani,’
Zayn al-Din al-Khawafi (d. 839/1435),® and a certain al-Bali.” However, the most
likely author of the work is the Kurdish Sufi Yasuf al-Karani (d. 768/1367). As
Wilhelm Ahlwardt already noted, al-Jilani cannot be the author.’® The work quotes
several authors who died half a century or more after al-Jilani, namely, Fakhr
al-Din al-Razi (d. 606/1209),** Farid al-Din al-‘Attar (d. probably 616/1220)," Najm
al-Din al-Razi (“Daya”; d. 654/1256)," and Jalal al-Din al-Rami (d. 672/1273).2 In
addition, several statements in Sirr al-Asrar flatly contradict the creed of al-Jilani’s
well-known work al-Ghunya li Talibi Tariq al-Haqq. While al-Jilani denounces in
the Ghunya any figurative interpretation of divine attributes as a deviation of the
Mu ‘tazilis and the Ash‘aris,” the author of Sirr al-Asrar employs figurative inter-
pretations of God’s fingers and face in order to avoid anthropomorphizing God.¢
Similarly, the author of Sirr al-Asrar claims that Muhammad knew the Quran
before its revelation to him through the angel Gabriel, whereas al-Jilani brands
such views heretical and traces them to the Salimiyya movement in Basra."”
That al-Kiirani is the probable author of the work is supported by the fact that
the majority of the extant manuscripts as well as the bibliographer Hajji Khalifa
(d. 1067/1657) name him as the author.’® There are also important clues in the

6 Fihris al-Makhtutat al-Mawjiida bi al-Maktaba al-Azhariyya (Cairo: Matba‘at al-Azhar, 1947),
3:545.

7 According to a manuscript in the Berliner Staatsbibliothek; Ahlwardt, Verzeichnis, 3:110. This
is probably ‘Umar al-Risani (d. 892/1486), the third grandmaster of the Khalwati order; see Fred-
erick de Jong, “Khalwatiyya,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2™ ed., 4:991.

8 Rudolf Mach, Catalogue of Arabic Manuscripts in the Garrett Collection, Princeton University
Library (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1977), 246.

9 This name is on a lithograph from the year 1276/1859-60; see Yasuf Zaydan, ‘Abd al-Qadir al-
Jilani: Baz Allah al-Ashhab (Beirut: Dar al-Jil, 1991), 102.

10 Ahlwardt, Verzeichnis, 3:110-11.

11 Bayan al-Asrar, fol. 14; Sirr al-Asrar, 63. The editors of Sirr al-Asrar omitted some of these
quotations, considering them later additions; however, they give no reason for this supposition
beyond the stated authorship of al-Jilani. See the editors’ introduction to Sirr al-Asrar, 12.

12 Bayan al-Asrar, fols. 15 and 28.

13 Bayan al-Asrar, fols. 9, 12, 18, and 26; Sirr al-Asrar, 54 and 60.

14 Bayan al-Asrar, fols. 8 and 11; Sirr al-Asrar, 53.

15 Al-Jilani, al-Ghunya li Talibi Tariq al-Haqq, ed. Muhammad Khalid ‘Umar, 2 vols. (Beirut: Dar
Thya’ al-Turath al-‘Arabi, 1996), 85-86.

16 Sirr al-Asrar, 88 and 105.

17 Al-ilani, al-Ghunya, ed. ‘Umar, 132-33.

18 Hajji Khalifa (Katip Celebi), Kashf al-Zuniin, ed. Muhammad Sharaf al-Din Yaltqaya and Rifat
Bilgih al-Kilisli, 2 vols. (1941-43; reprint, Baghdad: Maktabat al-Muthanna, [1972?]), 1:260 and
940.
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content of the text. Entries on al-Kiirani in biographical dictionaries stress the
importance for him of the creedal formula (shahada) la ilaha illa Allah, “no deity
but God,” which he traced back to ‘Ali b. Abi Talib and the Prophet through a
continuous chain of transmission (silsila).'® This emphasis is also evident in the
Rayhan al-Quliib, a work that already contemporary historians considered to be
by al-Kairani.?° In the Rayhan, al-Karani advocates recitation and contemplation
of the shahada as the most direct and noble path toward God and as a key feature
in the initiation of new disciples.?! The passage containing this statement is rep-
licated verbatim in Sirr al-Asrar.?* The shahdda also furnishes the fundamental
structure of Sirr al-Asrar: the author explains in the introduction that the number
of chapters in the work—twenty-four—corresponds to the number of letters in
the shahada.” Further parallels can be found in the similar discussions in the
Rayhan and the Sirr of the conditions for and various stages of dhikr and in their
shared argument that dhikr should begin aloud and be conducted silently there-
after—although the Rayhan’s concerns are clearly practical, whereas Sirr al-Asrar
focuses on the theoretical underpinnings of the process.?*

The names of other possible authors appear rarely on the manuscripts of Sirr
al-Asrar. The speculative nature of the work probably explains why one manu-
script copy has been attributed to Ibn ‘Arabi.”® Zayn al-Din al-Khawafi, the puta-
tive author named in another manuscript, was the student of al-Karani’s student
Nir al-Din al-Buhayri (d. unknown).?® One of the extant copies of al-Karani’s
Rayhan al-Quliib includes a silsila of the Suhrawardi order that lists al-Karani,
al-Buhayri, and finally al-Khawafi as its most recent links.” It seems likely that
al-Buhayri and al-Khawafi were also featured in the transmission history of

19 Ibn al-Mulaqqin, Tabagat al-Awliy@’, ed. Nar al-Din Shurayba (Cairo: Maktabat al-Khanji,
1973), 494.

20 See, for example, Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani, al-Durar al-Kamina, ed. Muhammad Dann (Hyder-
abad: Da@’irat al-Ma‘arif al-‘'Uthmaniyya, 1972), 6:235. Rayhan al-Quliib remains extant in multiple
manuscript copies; for example, at Princeton University, Yahuda 3893; and at Istanbul’s Siiley-
maniye Library, Ayasofya 2106; Esad Efendi 1797; Fatih 5389; Hact Mahmud Efendi 705; Halet
Efendi 797 and 826; Resid Efendi 395; Sehid Ali Pasa 1340; and Tahir Aga Tekkesi 171. Subsequent
references to this work are to Esad Efendi 1797/2.

21 Rayhan al-Quliib, fol. 65a.

22 Sirr al-Asrar, 68.

23 Sirr al-Asrar, 50.

24 Compare Rayhan al-Quliib, fols. 67a—-69a, with Sirr al-Asrar, chaps. 7 and 8.

25 Cairo: al-Azhar, Majami‘, 845.

26 Princeton: Yahuda 981. On al-Khawafi and al-Buhayri, see ‘Abd al-Hayy al-Hasani, Nuzhat
al-Khawatir (Hyderabad: Dar al-Ma‘arif al- ‘Uthmaniyya, 1962), 3:23.

27 Rayhan al-Qulib, fols. 66h—67a.
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Sirr al-Asrar and that the subsequent copyist of this version of the work simply
mistook the latest transmitter for the author.

Abti al-Mahasin Jamal al-Din Muhammad b. Yasuf b. ‘Abd Allah al-Karani
al-Kurdi al-Kalari (after his place of birth) al-Namlaji (after his tribe), later al-Misri
al-Qarafi, known also as al-‘Ajami and as Mawlana Yisuf, was a shaykh of the
Suhrawardi Sufi order.® The following is a sampling of biographical notices about
him.

‘Abd al-Wahhab al-Sha‘rani (d. 973/1575):

He was the first to revive the path of Junayd—God’s blessings be upon him—in Egypt after
it had disappeared. He had an unusual approach to renunciation and the mystical path. He
had many disciples and lodges ... Master Najm al-Din Mahmd al-Isfahani and master Badr
al-Din Hasan al-Shamshiri initiated him and clothed him in the Sufi cloak and taught him
the dhikr formula ld ilaha illa Allah, and this is the chain of transmission of the path from
al-Junayd—God’s blessings be upon him.?®

Ibn Taghri Birdi (d. 874/1470):

He was the imam of the travelers on the mystical path in his age, and he occupied an extraor-
dinary rank. Most scholars of his age followed him, and he had powerful litanies (awrad wa
adhkar). A group of scholars, pious individuals, and jurists benefited from his company, and
no accusation distracted him from the path of God. He possessed great virtue and a com-
prehensive knowledge of Sufism, and he wrote a treatise that he called Rayhan al-Quliib.>°

Ibn al-Mulaqgin (d. 804/1401):

He received from his two masters the dhikr of la ilaha illa Allah through the mentioned chain
of transmission.>

Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani (d. 852/1449):

People hold exaggerated opinions about him, and the master Shihab al-Din Ahmad b. ‘Ali
al-Gharbani claimed to have heard from him something that proves that he followed the
school of Ibn ‘Arabi; however, God knows his secrets best. He died in Jumada al-Ula in 768.?

28 His name has been misread a number of ways, for example, as “al-Ghiirani” in Trimingham,
Sufi Orders in Islam, appendix C, and as “al-Narani” in Nar al-Din ‘Abd al-Rahman Jami, Nafahat
al-Uns, ed. W. Nassau Lees (Calcutta: n.p., 1859), 569.

29 ‘Abd al-Wahhab al-Sha‘rani, al-Tabagat al-Kubra, ed. Ahmad al-Sayih and Tawfiq Wahba
(Cairo: Maktabat al-Thagafa al-Diniyya, 2005), 2:132-33.

30 Ibn Taghri Birdi, al-Nujium al-Zahira (Cairo: Wizarat al-Thagafa wa al-Irshad al-Qawmi, 1970),
11:94.

31 Ibn al-Mulaqqin, Tabaqat al-Awliya’, 492.

32 Ibn Hajar, al-Durar al-Kamina, 5:238-39, no. 5128.
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From these quotations we glean that al-Kiirani introduced to Egypt a previ-
ously unknown type of Sufism, which al-Sha‘rani explains as the reintroduction
of the path of al-Junayd (d. 297/910), an early Sufi master of Baghdad. This is not
incorrect, since the chain of transmission of the Suhrawardi order includes al-Ju-
nayd, and al-Junayd’s characteristic dhikr consisted of the formula la ilaha illa
Allah.* However, al-Karani’s thought should be seen in the light of developments
in Persian Sufism in the preceding century. Al-Kiirani was part of an important
branch of the Suhrawardi order that originated with Najib al-Din ‘Ali b. Buzghush
(d. 678/1279); see Figure 1.

This branch of the order is remarkable both because it is the most important
Suhrawardi branch in terms of its written output and influence on the heritage of
the order as a whole,* and because at least from the generation of Najib al-Din
‘Ali b. Buzghush’s students, the teaching within the branch comprised a theoret-
ical as well as a practical part. The practical aspects of Sufi life among the adher-
ents of the branch were regulated by ‘Awarif al-Ma‘arif, the principal work of the
founder, ‘Umar al-Suhrawardi. The theoretical doctrine, however, was strongly
influenced by Ibn ‘Arabi and Ibn Farid.>

The branch was originally based in Persia, but Najm al-Din al-Isfahani,
al-Karani’s teacher, moved west to Mecca, where he had close contact with Aba
al-Hasan al-Shadhili (d. 656/1258) and Abu al-‘Abbas al-Mursi (d. 686/1287), the
Maghrebi founders of the influential Shadhili order.?® Al-Karani then migrated
farther westward, settling in Egypt.?” Given the hostility prevalent in eighth-/four-
teenth-century Egypt toward speculative Sufism in general and Ibn ‘Arabi in par-

33 Abi Hafs ‘Umar al-Suhrawardi, ‘Awarif al-Ma‘arif, ed. ‘Abd al-Halim Mahmad and Mahmad
b. al-Sharif (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, n.d.), 2:45.

34 Richard Gramlich, Die Gaben der Erkenntnisse des Umar As-Suhrawardi (Wiesbaden: Steiner,
1978), 14.

35 See]Jalal al-Din Huma’i, introduction to ‘Izz al-Din Mahmtid Kashani [al-Qashani], Misbah al-
Hidaya wa Miftah al-Kifaya (Tehran: Majlis, 1325/1946), and Hermann Landolt, “Der Briefwechsel
zwischen Kasani und Simnani iiber Wahdat al-Wugad,” Der Islam 50 (1973): 34-35. Members of
this branch, most prominently ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Qashani, wrote commentaries on Ibn ‘Arabi’s
works; see Jami, Nafahat al-Uns, 561-62. Tilman Nagel considers unlikely the thesis that the
Buzghush branch simultaneously followed al-Suhrawardi in practical matters and Ibn ‘Arabi
in theory; see Nagel, Im Offenkundigen das Verborgene: Die Heilzusage des sunnitischen Islams
(Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2002), 469. However, such an amalgamation of pietist and
speculative Sufism can be seen clearly in al-Karani’s work, as demonstrated below.

36 Ibn al-Mulaqqin, Tabaqat al-Awliya’, 459.

37 Al-Sha‘rani, al-Tabagat al-Kubra, 2:132.
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al-Junayd (d. 298/910)

‘Umar al-Suhrawardt
(d. 632/1234)

I
Najib al-Din ‘Alib.
Buzghush (d. 678/1279)

Nar al-Din al-Natanzi Zahir al-D1n b. Najib
(d. 691/1294) Buzghush (d. 716/1316)

Najm al-Din al-Isfahant
(d. unknown)

‘Izz al-Din Mahmad ‘Abd al-Razzaq
al-Qashani (d. 735/1334) al-Qashani (d. 730/1329)

Badr al-Din Hasan
al-Shamshiri (d. unkown)

Yasuf al-Karani al-‘Ajami
(d.768/1376)

Ndr al-Din al-Buhayri
(d. unknown)

Zayn al-Din al-Khawafi
(d. 839/1435)

Figure 1.

The Najib al-Din ‘Ali b. Buzghush branch of the Suhrawardi order.
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ticular,®® it is likely that al-K@irani did not express his theoretical views openly. This
may explain why the extant manuscripts of Sirr al-Asrar date mainly from the tenth/
sixteenth and eleventh/seventeenth centuries, that is, precisely from the period
when thinkers such as Ibn ‘Arabi were being rehabilitated. During al-Kiirani’s life-
time, Sirr al-Asrar was probably circulated only among his students—the “seekers”
mentioned in some versions of the title. Accordingly, none of the contemporary
sources mention Sirr al-Asrar even though they describe al-Kairani’s other work,
Rayhan al-Quliitb, which deals with the less controversial, practical aspects of
Sufism, such as repentance and the attachment to a shaykh.

However, even this caution did not avert all suspicion regarding al-Kiirani’s
intellectual leanings. Ibn Taghri Birdi hints obliquely at accusations leveled
against al-Karani, and Ibn Hajar reports (as quoted earlier) that a certain Shihab
al-Din al-Gharbani had heard something that led him to the conclusion that
al-Karani was a follower of Ibn ‘Arabi.** Another piece of evidence is provided
by reports about al-Karani’s students. Al-Sakhawi mentions two students of
al-Karani; he comments about one that he “inclined toward Ibn ‘Arabi” and
about the other that he “held correct beliefs and criticized the heretical innova-
tors among the Sufis despite the fact that he followed Shaykh Yasuf al-Karani.”*°
The ideas that al-Kiirani had brought from the East were thus very controversial
in the Egypt of his age. Nevertheless (or perhaps because of this), he attracted a
multitude of students and founded several Sufi lodges. After his death, he was
buried in his lodge in al-Qarafa, which quickly became the destination for pious
visits (ziyarat).** The ruins of al-Karani’s tomb remain extant today.

Al-Karani’s offspring established themselves as a family of scholars. His son
Ahmad (d. ca. 820/1418)** wrote books on legal theory and gave celebrated Friday
sermons. Another son, Muhammad (d. around 800/1398), had three daughters who
became scholars; one of them—Umm al-Hasan—was a teacher of al-Sakhawi.*?

The biographical works are silent regarding the content of al-Kiirani’s theo-
retical teaching beyond the recurring theme that he transmitted the dhikr formula
la ilaha illa Allah. To learn more about his thought, therefore, we must consult
al-Kiarani’s extant writings. Beyond the already mentioned Rayhan al-Quliib

38 Alexander D. Knysh, Ibn ‘Arabi in the Later Islamic Tradition: The Making of a Polemical Image
in Medieval Islam (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1999), esp. chaps. 3, 4, 5, and 8.
39 Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani, al-Durar al-Kamina, 2:236.

40 Shams al-Din al-Sakhawi, al-Tuhfa al-Latifa fi Tarikh al-Madina al-Sharifa (Cairo: As‘ad Trab-
z@ini al-Husayni, 1979-80), 3:501-2. Al-Sakhawi, al-Tuhfa, 3:472 (emphasis mine).

41 Tbn Taghri Birdi, al-Nujum al-Zahira, 11:94.

42 Al-Sakhawi, al-Daw’ al-Lami‘ (Beirut: Dar al-Jil, 1992), 2:213.

43 Al-Sakhawi, al-Daw’ al-Lami*, 10:94.
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(which has little theoretical relevance) and Sirr al-Asrar (which I discuss in detail
later), two short texts by al-Kirani survive. The first of these consists of a short
explanation of three famous and controversial lines of poetry by ‘Abd Allah
al-Harawi al-Ansari (d. 481/1088) at the end of his Manazil al-Sa’irin:

No one can affirm the unity of the One

For everyone who does this denies Him

The affirmation of [God’s] unity by someone speaking of His attributes is but a loan
Which the One has invalidated

His Self-affirmation is the only real affirmation of His unity

And the one describing Him denies Him**

Al-Kirant’s introduction to the commentary, titled Badi‘ al-Intifas fi Sharh al-Qa-
wafi al-Thalath, claims that the Sufis of Bejaya (Algeria) had been criticized
by local jurists for quoting these verses, and that they consequently wrote to
al-Karani to demand clarification of the verses’ meaning.* In response, al-Karani
explains that the affirmation of God’s unity by an individual implies the inde-
pendent existence of this individual, which in effect denies God’s unique exis-
tence. Al-Kiirani argues that once one has reached the presence of exclusive unity
(al-hadra al-ahadiyya),*® there are no more attributes or forms to describe (la
na‘ta fi al-hadra al-ahadiyya wa la nutq wa la rasm li shay’); there is only being, a
being that is exclusive in the sense that “anything that exudes the smell of being
belongs to God and is for other than God only a loan” (kullu ma yushammu minhu
ra’that al-wujud fa-hiya li al-haqq ta‘ala wa huwa ‘inda al-ghayr ‘ariya).”” This
statement is a direct quotation from ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Qashani’s commentary on
these verses,*® and it explains al-Harawi’s poem from the perspective of wahdat
al-wujid: all being is divine, and the essence of the divine is pure being.

The second of al-Kiirani’s works, al-Irshad ila Hagiqat al-I1‘tigad, deals with
creed.” Al-Kirani justifies the work as an auxiliary tool for the Sufi adept: correct

44 Al-Harawi, Mandzil al-S@’irin: Sharh ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Qasani [sic], ed. Muhsin Bidarfar (Bei-
rut: Mu’assasat al-Tarikh al-‘Arabi, 2006), 618.

45 Al-Karani, Badi‘ al-Intifas fi Sharh al-Qawafi al-Thalath, manuscript (Istanbul: Siileymaniye,
Sehid Ali Pasa 1358), fols. 53b—55h.

46 For this term, see William Chittick, “The Five Divine Presences: From al-Qiinawi to al-Qays-
ari,” Muslim World 72, no. 2 (1982): 116.

47 Al-Karani, Badi al-Intifas, fol. 55a.

48 In al-Harawi, Manazil al-Sa’irin, 618.

49 Al-Karani, al-Irshad ila Haqigat al-I'tigad, manuscript (Istanbul: Siileymaniye, Yeni Cami
744), fols. 187a-196b. I am grateful to Necmettin Kizilkaya for having procured a copy of this
manuscript for me.
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belief and distance from heresy are necessary preconditions for embarking on the
Sufi path. The bulk of the work addresses doctrinal topics, primarily in the form
of negative theology, with an emphasis on human limitations in comprehending
the true nature of divine attributes. But toward the end of the epistle, al-Karani
turns to the subject of the logos (which he calls al-insan al-mutlaq), which medi-
ates between and connects the divine and creation:>°

This is the position of those who believe in the absolute being, the unity of being, the being
of being, the necessary being, the possible being, and similar ideas in the discussions of the
theologians among the Sufis as well as others, based on ideas they received from inspiration
and imagination and on their different stations of unveiling. One is not obliged to take as
conclusive or to believe any of the things they say, because the issue is more important than
that, and because belief consists of certainty regarding what one believes. However, matters
that are disputed and subject to doubts that originate in subjective thoughts do not reach
the level of proof, nor can they be used to establish faith.*
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These two short works (Badi‘ al-Intifas fi Sharh al-Qawafi al-Thalath and al-Ir-
shad ila Hagqiqat al-I'tigad) demonstrate that al-Karani’s thought was clearly
influenced by Ibn ‘Arabi’s concept of wahdat al-wujiid. The first text lays out
al-Karani’s theory of the ultimate divine presence as simply being devoid of any
attributes (al-wujiid al-mutlaq) and of the logos (al-insan al-mutlaq) as the inter-
mediate stage between the absolute being and the contingent being of creation.
However, the second text shows that al-Karani did not consider such ideas to
constitute the doctrinal bedrock of Islamic belief; rather, he views them as the
subjective insights of individuals who have reached a particular spiritual station,
insights that thus cannot be established with certainty.>? The disputes and doubts
that he mentions regarding speculative Sufi theories could refer either to the cat-
egorical rejection of Ibn ‘Arabi’s ideas in the public scholarly realm of his new

50 John T. Little, “Al-Insan al-Kamil: The Perfect Man According to Ibn al-‘Arabi,” Muslim World
77 (1987): 43-54; Landolt, “Briefwechsel,” 42-43.

51 Al-Karani, al-Irshad, fol. 196a.

52 If the goal of this creed had been simply to distance its author from Ibn ‘Arabi, there would
have been no need to introduce the issue of al-insan al-mutlaq in the first place.
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home in Egypt or, more probably, to the debates raging among Sufi theorists, such
as al-Simnani’s critique of Ibn ‘Arabi in his letter to ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Qashani.”?

These two texts are very short and can provide only a glimpse into al-Karani’s
thought. It is in his most extensive work, Sirr al-Asrar, that the partly competing,
partly complementary influences of rival circles of speculative Sufism come to the
surface. Like al-Kiirani’s shorter works, Sirr al-Asrar contains clear parallels with
Ibn ‘Arabi’s writings.”* At the same time, however, the contribution of another
line of Neoplatonic Sufi thought is also visible in the text: that of ‘Ala’ al-Dawla
al-Simnani (d. 736/1336), the scion of a family of prominent Ilkhanid court officials
who turned to Sufism and founded a famous Sufi lodge in al-Simnani’s home-
town of Simnan in Iran.”® Al-Simnani authored a number of works, in which he
lays out a cosmological framework that is identical to the one offered by al-Kiirani
in Sirr al-Asrar and discussed in detail below. This framework consists of four
hierarchical realms of being, reflecting four stages of humanity’s descent from
their original abode in God’s presence. Al-Simnani seems to have been the first
to propose the four-realm theory in this precise form.>® Al-Kiirani’s extant works
do not directly mention al-Simnani, but the similarity is striking. In addition, Sirr
al-Asrar quotes repeatedly the Mirsad al-‘Ibad by Najm al-Din al-Razi,>” who was,
together with al-Simnani, among the most important theorists of the Kubrawi
order. Al-Karani’s debt to these two figures thus suggests a Kubrawi influence on
his thought.

This heterogeneous mix of ideas in al-Kiirani’s work is not reconciled on a
theoretical level; rather, it is mediated by his relativization, quoted earlier, of the
truth claims of these various theories. Al-Kiiran1’s stance reflects the fertile inter-
action among various strands of speculative Sufism in the sixth/twelfth through
eighth/fourteenth centuries, which forms al-Karani’s background. Ibn ‘Arabi’s
thought played a significant role in this tradition, as clearly evident in the writ-
ings of members of the Buzghush branch of the Suhrawardi order, but similar
ideas seem to have been already present in Persia before the arrival of Ibn ‘Arabi’s

53 Landolt, “Briefwechsel.”

54 Compare, for example, Sirr al-Asrar, 94, with Ibn ‘Arabi, Fusus al-Hikam, ed. Aba al-‘Ala’
‘Afifi (Cairo: ‘Isa al-Babi al-Halabi, 1946), 54.

55 On al-Simnani, see Jamal J. Elias, The Throne Carrier of God: The Life and Thought of ‘Ala’
ad-Dawla as-Simnani (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995).

56 Elias, Throne Carrier of God, 63.

57 The work has been translated by Hamid Algar as Najm al-Din al-Razt, The Path of God’s
Bondsmen from Origin to Return (Delmar, NY: Caravan Books, 1982); on its textual history, see
Franklin Lewis, “The Modes of Literary Production: Remarks on the Composition, Revision and
‘Publication’ of Persian Texts in the Medieval Period,” Persica 17 (2001): 74—81.
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works.”® Furthermore, Sufis such as al-Simnani, who disagreed with Ibn ‘Arabi
on some points, nonetheless shared the same discursive space—in some cases
quite directly, such as in al-Simnani’s correspondence with the Ibn ‘Arabi popu-
larizer al-Qashani, who belonged to the same Suhrawardi branch as al-Kiarani.>®
Likewise, Ibn ‘Arabi’s student Sadr al-Din al-Qanawi (d. 679/1274) was a friend of
the Kubrawi Shaykh Sa‘d al-Din al-Hamilya.®® Al-Simnani himself received two
honorary cloaks (khiraq al-tabarruk) from the Suhrawardi order and was thereby
an honorary affiliate of this order.®* The common element among these strands
of Persian speculative Sufism that is relevant for this study is the ontological con-
nection that all of them postulate between material and divine reality, the former
emanating from the latter.

Cosmology

In the beginning of Sirr al-Asrar, al-Kiarani sketches a basic Neoplatonic cos-
mological framework within which he then positions the rest of his discussion.
According to al-Kairani, God’s first act of creation was to form the soul of Muham-
mad or the reality of Muhammad (al-hagiqa al-Muhammadiyya) out of the light
of His own beauty. As evidence for this claim al-Kiirani quotes several traditions
attributed to Muhammad that refer to his reality through various metaphors,
such as light and the pen.®* The Muhammadan reality, al-Karani explains, can be
called light because it is free of the darkness of divine majesty and contains only
the light of divine beauty. The term “pen” is appropriate because the Prophet ful-
fills in the human world the role of the pen in the world of letters (‘alam al-hurif),
namely, the conveying of knowledge.

According to al-Kiirani, God created all other souls from the soul of Muham-
mad in the realm of divinity (‘@lam al-lahiit). From this highest level of existence,
the human souls underwent a process of descent. First they descended from the
realm of divinity to the realm of omnipotence (‘@lam al-jabariit), then further into
the realm of sovereignty (‘@lam al-malakiit), and finally to the lowest level, the

58 See, for example, the anecdote about al-Kishi (d. 694/1295), according to which he developed
the idea of wahdat al-wujiid independently of Ibn ‘Arabi. Landolt, “Briefwechsel,” 35.

59 See Landolt, “Briefwechsel.”

60 Omar Benaissa, “The Diffusion of Akbarian Teaching in Iran during the 13" and 14® Centu-
ries,” Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabi Society 26 (1999): 89-109.

61 Elias, Throne Carrier of God, 41.

62 Sirr al-Asrar, 45.
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material realm of existence (‘alam al-mulk).®® In each of these realms, the soul
received a new shell that Protected its higher nature from the debased surround-
ings.%

The task of the Sufi is now to reverse this descent and to ascend through the
various realms of existence toward God. The first hurdle on this path, as outlined
by al-Kiirani, is that the material nature of the lowest realm of existence has dis-
tracted people from their primordial covenant with God, as outlined in Quran
7:172: “Am I not your highest Lord? They said: Yes, we bear witness to this.” The
divine law (shari‘a), as the manifestation of divine communication with human-
kind through the Prophet, is a reminder (tadhkira) of this covenant and inspires
people to strive to return to their original home (al-watan al-asli) with God.

The return to the spiritual home takes place in two stages. The first of these
occurs in the material world, where the requirements of the divine law must be
fulfilled. When this is accomplished, the seeker reaches the next stage in the non-
material realms of existence. In these realms, the task is no longer following the
sacred law, but rather dhikr of specific and appropriate names of God.

Al-Karani elucidates the difference between the material and the nonmaterial
obstacles on the path through the image of the two eyes of the human heart, one
small and one big. The former perceives the manifestation of divine attributes,
while the latter sees the light of the divine being itself. By following the sacred
law, the human attributes of darkness (sifat zulmaniyya), such as hate and arro-
gance, are cast aside, causing the veils of darkness (hujub zulmaniyya) to lift and
to expose the divine origin of the world. At this point, the small eye of the heart
opens and the seeker sees the world as manifestation of divine attributes. The
big eye of the heart, which perceives the uncreated divine essence instead of the
mere reflection of divine attributes in the created world, can open only once the
veils of light (hujub niiraniyya) have been lifted. To achieve this, the seeker must
discard his or her lower humanity (bashariyya nafsaniyya) by extinguishing the
self-aware ego.®® This purging of the self is the precondition for entry into God’s
presence, since no other being can coexist with the divine presence.®®

63 Al-Karani does not discuss the precise nature of these realms. There is a particularly wide
range of opinions among Sufis regarding the nature of the two middle realms. See Trimingham,
Sufi Orders in Islam, 159; Louis Gardet, “‘Alam,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2" ed., 1:349; and esp.
Elias, Throne Carrier of God, 63.

64 Sirr al-Asrar, 55.

65 Sirr al-Asrar, 90.

66 Sirr al-Asrar, 109.
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An alternative image for the spectrum between the highest realm (of divinity)
and the lowest realm (of the material world) in al-Karani’s work is the dichotomy
of inner and outer layers. In this conceptualization, humankind’s original abode
is the innermost layer of existence, and its counterpart soul is thus located in the
“secret” (sirr), or the innermost core of the human being. The subsequent realms
of omnipotence and sovereignty correspond to different layers of the heart (qalb
and fu’ad), and the material human existence in flesh and blood represents the
outermost layer.

For al-Kairani, this categorization of layers of being, with the material world
as the surface and the divine as the core, is of universal applicability and consti-
tutes the fundamental matrix for all aspects of the Sufi path. Table 1 illustrates
the various facets of the different layers in al-Kiirani’s cosmology and the forms
of dhikr that correspond to each.

Table 1. Levels of existence and their characteristics in al-K@iran’s cosmology.

Realm of material realm realm of sove- realm of omni- realm of divinity

existence (‘alam al-mulk) reignty (‘alam potence (‘alam  (‘alam al-lahat)
al-malakiit) al-jabarat)

Form of the soul physical soul wandering soul  majestic soul sanctified soul

(al-rah al-jismani) (al-rih al-sayrani) (al-rah al-sultani) (al-rah al-qudsi)

Location in flesh and in the heart in the inner heart in the “secret”

of the soul blood (galb) (fu’ad) core (sirr)

Type of sacred law knowledge of knowledge of knowledge of

knowledge (shari‘a) the path (tariga) God (ma‘rifa) absolute reality

(hagrga)
Type of dhikr obedience to concentration concentration on  Concentration on
the sacred law on the first four  the second group the third group of

of twelve divine  of four divine divine names
names names

Place of dhikr on the tongue in the heart in the heart divine self-con-
(consciously) (unconsciously) templation in

the “secret”

Veils between material veils mental veils no veils

humankind (hujub zulmaniyya) (hujub ndraniyya)

and God

Reward sainthood and visions of the reflections of the vision of God’s
miracles; the first unseen; the divine beauty; countenance

level of paradise  second level of  the third level of
paradise paradise
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Dhikr

The possibility of humans’ reversing their emanation from the divine presence is
already present in the so-called Theology of Aristotle written by Plotinus (d. 270
CE).%” Al-Karani’s innovation was to match the Neoplatonic idea of return with
the Islamic ritual practice of dhikr. As seen above, in al-Kiirani’s scheme the
return to God’s presence takes place through recitation and contemplation of the
twelve names of divine unity. Al-Karani dedicates a chapter of Sirr al-Asrar to the
subject of dhikr, enumerating and describing its various steps:

Every station [of dhikr] has a certain rank, audible or silent. First He leads them to dhikr of
the tongue, then to dhikr of the animal soul (nafs), then to dhikr of the heart (galb), then to
dhikr of the soul (rith), then to dhikr of the secret (sirr), then to dhikr of the hidden (al-khaf1),
and then to dhikr of the innermost hidden (akhfa al-khaft).

As for the dhikr of the tongue, it is as if He reminds the heart of its forgetfulness in remem-
bering God.

The dhikr of the animal soul is not heard as sounds or letters, but only as feeling and inner
movement.

The dhikr of the heart is the heart’s perception of the majesty and beauty within itself.

The result of the dhikr of the soul is seeing the lights of the manifestations of divine attri-
butes (tajalliyyat al-sifat).

The dhikr of the secret consists of witnessing the unveiling of divine secrets.

The dhikr of the hidden is the preoccupation with the lights of the beauty of the unitary self
(al-dhat al-ahadiyya) in the seat of truthfulness.

The dhikr of the innermost hidden is the vision of the truth of absolute certainty (hagigat
al-haqq al-yaqin), and no one reaches it except God Himself; as He says [in Quran 20:7], “He
knows the secrets and what is even more hidden.” This is the furthest point of all worlds
and the end of all aims.%®

This basic sequence of audible dhikr, silent dhikr, and then the witnessing of the
divine self-recollection can also be found in the work of al-Kiirani’s contemporary

67 See the edition of ‘Abd al-Rahman Badawi, Afliitin ‘inda al-‘Arab (Cairo: Maktabat al-Nahda
al-Misriyya, 1955), 22-23.
68 Sirr al-Asrar, 80-81.
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Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 751/1350),% as well as in Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah’s (d. 709/1309)
Miftah al-Falah wa Misbah al-Arwah, which the author claims to be the first work
to deal exclusively with the practice of dhikr. The Miftah al-Falah contains both
the simple tripartite classification and a more elaborate system similar to that of
al-Karani.”® What all of these works have in common is that they see progress in
the practice of dhikr as a process of internalization: dhikr begins with the tongue,
subsequently penetrates the self, and eventually transforms from a human to a
divine activity.

However, there is a fundamental difference between Ibn al-Qayyim on the one
hand and Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah and al-Kiirani on the other. While the former describes
dhikr simply as a form of worship, the latter two integrate dhikr into an ontolog-
ical spectrum that connects the human being at the one end with the divine at
the other.”* Ibn al-Qayyim rejects such a unified spectrum encompassing both
human and divine, because he perceives a danger of blurring the line between
humankind as servants and God as master. He consequently adds to his section
on dhikr a caution:

The possessors of spiritual insights give servitude its due and knowledge its due. They
know that the servant is truly a servant in all respects and that the Lord is truly Lord in all
respects ... Through witnessing the meanings of His names and attributes, they extinguish
their selves (fanit) vis-a-vis anything but Him; [they do this] out of love through that which
is for Him (lahu), and in contentment with what is created and willed by Him (bihi). For all
creation is by Him (bihi), but what is for Him (lahu) is [only] that which He loves and which
pleases Him. This, then, is both for Him and by Him.

The heretics obliterate that which is for Him through that which is by Him. They thereby
become His enemies, abolish His religion, and equate what is pleasing to him with what
causes His wrath.”

Ibn al-Qayyim emphasizes that while the goal of the Sufi seeker is the annihila-
tion of the human ego, the theorization of dhikr as the ultimate transformation
of the object—God—into the subject must be understood within its proper limits.
First, the divine and the human remain separate, and second, awareness that the
absolute reality of the divine lies under the individual self and its actions should
not seduce the seeker to disregard the distinction between right (that which God

69 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, Madarij al-Salikin, ed. Muhammad Hamid al-Faqi (Cairo: Matba“at
al-Sunna al-Muhammadiyya, 1956), 2:152-54.

70 Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah, Miftah al-Falah (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 2001), 7-11.

71 Ibn ’Ata’ Allah, Miftah al-Falah, 9.

72 Ibn Qayyim, Madarij al-Salikin, 2:154.
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created and is pleased by) and wrong (that which God created but made imper-
missible). While the mystical experience reveals to the seeker that everything,
both good and evil, is from and through God (bihi), only what is right is pleasing
to Him (lahu).

The challenge of maintaining the distinctness of God and humanity and the
dangers of antinomianism had already informed Ibn Taymiyya’s (d. 728/1328)
attack on Ibn ‘Arabi.”® The fact that Ibn Taymiyya’s student Ibn al-Qayyim men-
tioned these points in the context of dhikr indicates that the latter recognized
that speculative Sufism had in some circles provided the practice of dhikr with
a theoretical basis in monistic cosmology.”* Although the notion that dhikr pro-
gresses from the outside to the inside and culminates in the realization of a divine
soliloquy had by the eighth/fourteenth century been widely accepted, the critics
of speculative Sufism continued to insist on recognition of the transcendental
divide between the human and divine realms. By contrast, Sufis such as al-Kiirani
integrated the theory of dhikr into an ontological model that postulated a degree
of immanence between material and divine being.

Language and Epistemology

In order to traverse the nonmaterial realms of existence, al-Karani prescribes the
recitation of four divine names for each realm, which add up to the twelve “names
of divine unity” (asma’ al-tawhid). The idea that each divine name has specific
properties that can benefit their reciter amounts to a theory of spiritual medicine,
as Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah describes it:

Know that God’s beautiful names are medicine for the sicknesses of the heart ... However,
a medicine is applied only to the disease that it heals. For the specific heart for which the
name “the Giver” (al-mu‘ti) is appropriate, the name “the Bestower of benefit” (al-nafi) is
not, and so on. As a rule, the meaning of a dhikr formula attaches to the heart of the reciter
and brings its consequences with it, so that the reciter takes on the meaning as a character-
istic, if the meaning of the name is open to reason.”

After this explanation, Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah provides a list of fifty divine names, describ-
ing for whom each of the names is beneficial, which traits of character they lend,

73 Nagel, Im Offenkundigen das Verborgene, 367.

74 Louis Gardet alluded to the general phenomenon in “Dhikr,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2™
ed., 2:223.

75 Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah, Miftah al-Falah, 26.
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and what are the counterindications. Different Sufi orders have identified dif-
ferent divine names as the most important and most effective in the process of
spiritual realization.”® Al-Kiirani never specifies the twelve names of divine unity;
they were most probably taught on a personal level between shaykh and murid,
since al-Karani considered it necessary to receive one’s dhikr directly from a living
teacher.”

The significance of the divine names differs radically between debates in the-
ology and those in Sufism. In theology, the divine names are significant insofar
as they indicate rationally graspable divine attributes. Therefore, even names
that do not occur in the Quran or the Prophetic tradition, such as “the Eternal
without beginning” (al-Qadim), can be attributed to God as long as they accu-
rately describe Him.”® Sufi authors, on the other hand, reject the use of such “arti-
ficial names” for God for the same reason that they reject the Mu‘tazili claim of
the createdness of the Quran: both artificial divine names and the thesis that the
Quran is created deny the supernaturalness of sacred language.” For Sufis, this
characteristic of divine language is of crucial importance, because it means that
human beings have access to something that can breach the divide between the
human and the divine.

It is this notion of the nature of sacred language that underpins the idea
that the repetition of divine names leads one to approach the named. Instead of
mere human conventions, names are manifestations of the named in the material
world. Therefore, the sign of the name and the thing named are not separated
by an unbridgeable gulf, as the theory of arbitrary convention would suggest;
rather, there is an organic connection between God and the names describing
Him and His attributes. This theory of immanence is an extension of the Sunni

76 Similar importance is given to the divine names in a widely read handbook of the Qadiri order
for the development of the soul through the twelve fundamental names of God: 1. La ilaha illa
Allah; 2. Allah; 3. Huwa; 4. Haqq; 5. Hayy; 6. Qayyum; 7. Qahhar; 8. Wahhab; 9. Fattah; 10. Ahad;
11. Wahid; 12. Samad. See Isma‘il al-Qadiri, al-Fuyudat al-Rabbaniyya fi al-Ma’athir wa al-Awrad
al-Qadiriyya (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, n.d.), 14-18. The same twelve names were used by
the Khalwati order; see de Jong, “Khalwatiyya.” Other authors give other numbers. Al-Qashani
identifies seven “imams” of divine names (a’immat al-asma’): 1. Hayy; 2. ‘Alim; 3. Murid; 4. Qa
dir; 5. Sami‘; 6. Basir; 7. Mutakallim. See ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Qashani, Istilahat al-Sufiyya (Cairo:
Dar al-Manar, 1992), 58.

77 Sirr al-Asrar, 46, 67, and 71.

78 ‘Abd al-Latif Fida, Tahdhib Sharh al-Sanuisiyya (Amman: Dar al-Bayariq, 1998), 32-33.

79 On the specifically Sufi emphasis on the power of divine language see Najm al-Din al-Kubra,
Die Fawa’ih al-gamal wa-fawatih al-galal des Nagm ad-Din al-Kubra: Eine Darstellung mystischer
Erfahrungen im Islam aus der Zeit um 1200 n. Chr., ed. Fritz Meier (Wiesbaden: Steiner, 1957),
146-54.
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theory of God’s uncreated word as a gateway to the sacred,®® and it is diamet-
rically opposed to the Mu‘tazili theory of the Quran as an ethico-legal message
housed in the—in itself—profane hull of created language.

An explicit stress on the noncreatedness of the Quran and on its supernatu-
ral character and layering appears in the work of al-Kiirani as well as in that of
al-Simnani,® and the former’s discussion of the subject seems to borrow from
and expand on the latter’s. According to this view, the Quran exists in the same
four realms of existence as the human being. The type of exegesis that charac-
terizes the material world is termed tafsir, and it deals with the worldly aspects
of the text, such as the historical circumstances of revelation and its legal impli-
cations. The exegesis corresponding to the three spiritual realms of existence is
called ta’wil and is reserved for those who have passed through these realms.®
The ontological layering of humankind is thus also found in the sacred language
of the Quran.®® This fundamental similarity between the human being and the
Quran, together with the integral connection between name and named, is what
makes the practice of dhikr effective.

According to the Sunni understanding, divine revelation took place through
sacred language as an uncreated attribute of God, and it established direct access
to the divine, since it was sent down (nuzila) from God to humankind. This image
of a downward movement is complemented in the Quran through the image of the
“firm rope of God” (habl Allah) as a metaphor for the Quran.?* Al-Karani’s theory
elaborates on these two Quranic concepts through the fourfold hierarchical spec-
trum of being. In this view, the material manifestation of the Quran is the worldly
end of revelation, while the higher manifestations lead seekers upward to their
home in the realm of divinity.®

80 Nagel, Im Offenkundigen das Verborgene, 246—65.

81 See al-Simnani’s “Mugaddimat tafsir al-Qur’an,” ed. Paul Nwyia, al-Abhdth 26 (1973-77): 151.
82 Sirr al-Asrar, 62-63.

83 Al-Karani explicitly states that humanity is a copy of the ur-Quran (umm al-kitab); Sirr al-As-
rar, 94. On the same parallel between humankind and Quran in Ibn ‘Arabi’s thought, see Pierre
Lory, “The Symbolism of Letters and Language in the Work of Ibn ‘Arabi,” Journal of the Muhyid-
din Ibn ‘Arabi Society 23 (1998): 37.

84 See, for example, Quran 23:98.

85 For al-Kiirani, the original Quran originated in the realm of divinity, from the greatest tablet
(al-lawh al-akbar), whereas the Quran that was revealed to Muhammad by the angel Gabriel is
from the realm of sovereignty (‘alam al-jabariit), from the protected tablet (al-lawh al-mahfiiz);
Sirr al-Asrar, 74. For Najm al-Din al-Kubra’s very similar usage of the term habl Allah, see Die
Fawa’ih al-gamal, 69 and 202.
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Every human being has the potential to make this journey, since every
human being consists of layers that correspond to the levels of being that need
to be traversed, which in turn are products of his or her original descent through
these levels.®® Since the physical body of flesh and blood represents the material
level of existence (‘alam al-mulk), dhikr begins on this level as the production
of sounds that manifest the divine names on the material level. Given the right
circumstances (that is, obedience to the sacred law), constant repetition of this
lowest form of dhikr penetrates through the heart to the next dimension, the realm
of sovereignty (‘alam al-malakuit).®” At this stage, the words lose their sounds and
are repeated on a higher level with the “tongue of the heart.” Subsequently, the
words deepen further and reach the inner heart (fu’ad); at this point the action of
dhikr changes into being, since the repetition of the dhikr no longer occurs volun-
tarily but rather has become a part of the person performing it. In the final step,
the dhikr performer’s ego perishes entirely and the sole truly existing actor, God,
remains, in an act of self-remembrance.

To describe the progression of dhikr as a phenomenon of language, the namer
ascends through the levels of being as the distance between the name and the
named progressively shrinks, eventually achieving self-obliteration when the
name, the named, and the namer coincide and the human being emerges as a
locus of divine self-contemplation. This phenomenon of Sufi grammar is described
by Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah as the phenomenon of “He.” While for ordinary grammarians
“he” must be followed by a predicate in order to generate meaning, for the Sufi
the realization that “He” is a complete expression because it is the origin of every
being represents the culmination of spiritual progress.®® The impossibility that
Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah describes of attributing a predicate to the divine subject is due to
the seeker’s utter loss in the divine. God has become so immediate that no state-
ment can be made about Him beyond the witnessing of His being Him. Similarly,
al-Karani describes the eventual goal of the human ascent in purely negative
terms, asserting that arrival at the divine is unlike either physical proximity or
mental attainment.*°

From the perspective of God, on the other hand, the seeker, by reaching the
realm of divinity, fulfills the very purpose of his or her creation by becoming

86 The view is also attributed to al-Shadhili; see Nagel, Im Offenkundigen das Verborgene, 355.
87 “Repetition brings out the secrets that lie beneath the utterance, since under every utterance
hides a well-guarded secret.” Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah, Miftah al-Falah, 35.

88 See, for example, Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah, Miftah al-Falah, 9-10.

89 Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah plays on the similarity between the personal pronoun huwa and the sound of
the divine breath as the act of creation; Miftah al-Falah, 32-33.

90 Sirr al-Asrar, 91.
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a mirror of the Truth in His majesty and beauty, the summation of creation (majmii‘at
al-kawn). He is called the encompassing being (al-kawn al-jami‘) and a macrocosm (‘a@lam
kubra), because God created him with both of His hands, that is, with the attributes of hard-
ness and softness (qahr wa lutf), since every mirror has two sides, one rough and one fine.
Therefore, he [the human being] is a manifestation of the all-encompassing name (al-ism
al-jami‘), in contrast to all other things, which were created with only one hand, that is, with
only one divine attribute.”

Contemplation of the divine names thus leads the seeker to regain, in the realm of
divinity, the status of a perfected mirror in which God then contemplates Himself
in the fullness of His attributes.*?

Conclusion

The origins of the concept and practice of dhikr in particular and of a logocentric
approach to worship in general can be traced back to the Quran. Early Sufi hand-
books already describe dhikr as a distinct practice, underpinned by a rudimen-
tary theory that postulates a process of internalizing the meanings of the words
used in dhikr.®® Furthermore, schemes that divide the human being into layers,
the innermost of which represents intimate experience of God, were proposed
early on.” However, it was the speculative Sufism of the post-Ibn ‘Arabi era that
developed complete and comprehensive cosmologies derived from Neoplatonism,
with a complementary theology, anthropology, and epistemology, within which
dhikr as practice acquired a full-fledged theoretical grounding. The development
of dhikr from one spiritual practice among others to the archetypal form of spir-
itual exercise in the emerging Sufi orders was rooted in these Sufi theories. They
share three crucial assumptions. First, the world has come into being as a man-
ifestation of divine names. Second, the Sufi seeker has the potential to become
an embodiment of these divine names as the complete human being (al-insan

91 Sirr al-Asrar, 94. The idea that the human being is a macrocosm rather than a microcosm,
i.e., that it is the world that reflects the human being’s constitution on a smaller scale rather
than the other way around, appears to have been introduced by al-Simnani; see Elias, Throne
Carrier of God, 68.

92 This is, of course, also Ibn ‘Arabi’s anthropology; see his Fusis al-Hikam, 48-58 (on Adam).
93 See, for example, Abt al-Qasim al-Qushayri’s (d. 465/1072) Risalat al-Dhikr, quoted in ex-
tenso in Ahmad b. Muhammad al-Qushashi’s al-Simt al-Majid (Hyderabad: Matba‘at Majlis al-
Ma‘arif al-Nizamiyya, 1327/1909-10), 18-24.

94 For example, by Aba al-Husayn al-Nari (d. 295/907); see Annemarie Schimmel, Deciphering
the Signs of God (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994), xiv.
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al-kamil). And third, divine names and the divine named stand in a relation of
immanence, the former representing lower-level manifestations of the latter. In
view of these three postulates, it is understandable that dhikr, the recitation and
contemplation of divine names, became the primary exercise of spiritual ascent.

Al-Karani’s work provides an illustrative example of the role of speculative
Sufism in the theoretical doctrine of a Sufi order and of the effect of this doctrine
on the significance and theorization of the central ritual practice of dhikr. Once
al-Kiarani and his ideas arrived in Egypt, they and their proponents encountered
resistance and suspicion, leading to a bifurcation of the literature: al-Karani’s
public work, Rayhan al-Quliib, was an uncontroversial handbook of Sufi practice
that was known to historians who were his contemporaries, whereas his theo-
retical works, which revealed his indebtedness to speculative Sufism, remained
to an extent secret and reserved for other Sufis. Eventually, the alliance of the
institution of the Sufi order and the holistic models of speculative Sufism pre-
vailed,” and al-Karani’s Sirr al-Asrar achieved wide circulation, as indicated by
the wealth of extant manuscript copies.”® The new Sufism combined a theoretical
body of thought that could be transmitted in books and a practical path (tariga)
that was passed on through the personal contact between teacher and novice. By
endowing the practice of dhikr with a new and central role as a spiritual exercise
of return within the emanationist scheme of a Neoplatonist cosmology, the theo-
retical end of Sufism thus decisively shaped the Sufi orders that were emerging as
influential societal players in the post-Mongol world.
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Roy Parviz Mottahedeh
Friendship in Islamic Ethical Philosophy

Matthew Arnold, the great Victorian social and literary critic, offers us a valuable
context in which to interpret much premodern Islamic philosophy. In 1869 he
wrote: “Hebraism and Hellenism—between these two points of influence moves
our world.”* By Hebraism he meant the Bible, by Hellenism he meant classical
Greek thought, and by “our world” he meant the world of Western civilization.
Significantly, the civilization of most educated Muslim thinkers of the premod-
ern era was also under the influence of Hebraism and Hellenism, to which they
added the enormously powerful influence of the Qur’an. The Qur’an, of course,
sees itself as a continuation and perfection of the revelations of Jesus and the
Prophets.

A word that symbolizes this rich heritage is sa‘a@dah, frequently misleadingly
translated as “happiness.” The Qur’an uses the root of this word to explain the
condition of the saved. We read in siirah Hiid, verse 105, that

On that Day [of Judgment] when it comes no soul will speak except by His permission; then
some among them will be wretched and some will be blessed.

The word for blessed in this verse, sa‘id, does indeed mean “happy,” but here it is
associated with divine blessedness or bliss. This approach is fully consonant with
the Bible, where, for example, the eleventh verse of Psalm 16 reads:

Thou dost show me the path of life; in Thy presence there
is fullness of joy, in Thy right hand are pleasures for everyone.

Strong confirmation that “blessedness” and “fullness of joy” were the moral goal
of life was found in the translation of Aristotle’s term eudaimonia as sa‘adah. For
the classical philosophers this state is one in which all possible human virtues are
realized and come to flourish; hence some modern translators render it as “flour-
ishing.” The understanding of sa‘@dah as the realization of a person’s virtues and
the fulfillment of his or her possibilities was strong in premodern Islamic philos-
ophy. It was combined with a view of the afterlife in which the “blessedness” or

I'would like to thank Professors Thomas Scanlon and Robert Wisnovsky for their invaluable com-
ments on a draft of this article, which was originally given as a lecture at Oberlin College at the
kind invitation of Jafar Mahallati in 2011. I hope this article on friendship is received as a true
token of my friendship for Ostad Mahdavi-Damghani.

1 Matthew Arnold, Culture and Anarchy (New York: n.p., 1910), 110.
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“bliss” continued for the virtuous. Henceforth, the word sa‘adah is translated in
this essay as “virtuous well-being.”?

Yet the classical Greek and premodern Muslim philosophers agreed that it
would be nearly impossible to achieve this state alone and that one of the essen-
tial ingredients for the full flourishing of the virtues was friendship, which indeed
was itself one of the virtues. Friendship was one of the ties that prevented the
pursuit of “virtuous well-being” from becoming a solitary and self-absorbed pre-
occupation. On this account both of the Muslim ethical philosophers discussed in
this essay devote a chapter to friendship.?

The first philosopher considered is the great tenth-century polymath
Miskawayh, whose full name was Ahmad Abii ‘Ali ibn Muhammad Miskawayh
(d. 421/1030).* He was born in Rayy, an important city near modern Tehran, and
lived much of his life there as well as in Baghdad. He was a member of the intel-
lectual elite of his time and his works on ethics and history had a very significant
influence on the Islamic tradition right through to the nineteenth century when
Muhammad ‘Abduh taught Miskawayh’s ethics as a fundamental text. Although
Iranian (his name in Persian means “smelling of musk”), he wrote exclusively in
an elegant and economical Arabic. Miskawayh'’s belief in the autonomous author-
ity of reason infuses the later chapters of his outstanding “world history,” which
are analytical and sophisticated in a way that few premodern Muslim historians
are—a feature from which I greatly benefited in my book Loyalty and Leadership.

In his ethical text Tahdhib al-Akhlaq (The Refinement of Character), Miskawayh
begins by quoting Aristotle’s famous maxim “Man is communal by nature.”® Both
in Greek and in Arabic this maxim is often translated “political by nature,” but the
Arabic word employed by Miskawayh and by Islamic philosophers in general—
madani—means, more exactly, “belonging to a madinah, a city or community.”

2 Professor Wisnovsky has pointed out to me that there are inclusivist and exclusivist interpreta-
tions of Aristotle. According to the inclusivist view, eudaimonia consists in the sum of all activi-
ties that are in accordance with the virtue. According to the exclusivist view, eudaimonia consists
in one activity, contemplation. The authors discussed here belong to the inclusivist view.

3 This essay considers only two books: Miskawayh’s Akhlaq and Tiisi’s Akhlag-i Nasirt. What
both authors have written elsewhere is not discussed. Both of these texts on friendship are so
rich that they deserve much longer separate treatment, especially the Akhlag-i Nasiri.

4 There are several good accounts of Miskawayh’s life, including the excellent chapters in Mo-
hammed Arkoun, L’humanisme arabe au IVe/Xe siécle (Paris: Libr. Philosophique J. Vrins, 1982).
5 Miskawayh, Tahdhib al-Akhlaq, ed. C. Zurayk (Beirut: American University of Beirut, 1967),
translated by C. Zurayk as The Refinement of Character (Beirut, 1968); hereafter, page numbers
for the Arabic followed by those for English. Zurayk’s edition and translation are excellent, and
by and large I accept his translation without revision. Here, however, he translates madani as
“civic” (155/139)—whereas I prefer “communal.”
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That “communal” is the meaning here is confirmed by Miskawayh’s and Aristot-
le’s reference to bees and ants, which we would call communal or social animals.
Miskawayh goes on to explain that consequently the perfection of human virtu-
ous well-being can only be realized with friends. Miskawayh believes this is so
even at the most basic level because of shared needs among friends. The man of
virtuous well-being obtains friends and strives to give goods to them in order that
he receive from them goods which he is unable to obtain himself. Moreover, on a
higher level, the man of virtuous well-being enjoys the days of his life through his
friends and so do they through him.

Miskawayh distinguishes this “unchanging and indissoluble” pleasure,
which is had by few, with the “animal pleasures” of the majority. So refined is
true friendship that it can only subsist with one person. In contrast, the good and
virtuous man will approach everyone with good comradeship (‘ishrah) and try to
behave toward everyone with the approach of a true friend.® This immediately
raises a question to which I shall return. As mutuality of friendship is necessary
for the material and moral exchange within a community, can friendship based
on mutuality be feigned or superficial or merely limited? According to Miskawayh,
it can be all of these because it falls short of deep or true friendship. Sincere grat-
itude, lack of greed, and a comparative disinterest in domination and praise are
essential in the character of a true friend. Yet a human without defects does not
exist and if one does not overlook small defects one will have no friends.”

Miskawayh plainly states that if you achieve “good fortune,” you should share
it with friends. Furthermore, the sharing of “bad fortune” is even more incum-
bent and the effect of doing so on the friend who has bad fortune is much deeper.
Miskawayh writes: “Do not wait until he asks you either explicitly or implicitly ...
[rather] share with him the pain of what has befallen him.”®

Miskawayh strongly supports the duty to contradict any backbiting or slan-
derous comment about one’s friend that has been made in the absence of the
other friend. If one becomes aware of a defect in his friend, he should show it to
his friend in a gentle manner “because the tactful doctor may accomplish with a
delicate treatment what others do by cutting, amputation and cauterizing.”®

In two different passages Miskawayh emphasizes the importance of teaching
the value of friendship. Miskawayh quotes a Greek author of the fourth century
BCE who says, “I am greatly astonished at those who teach their children the tales

6 Miskawayh, 153-55/138-39.
7 Miskawayh, 160/143.
8 Miskawayh, 162/145.
9 Miskawayh, 165/147.
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of kings and the fighting between them, and the stories of wars, hatred, revenge,
and rebellion, who forget the subject of affection, the accounts of concord, and
the benefits which all people gain through love and fellowship (al-mahabbah
wal-’uns). For no man can live without affection (al-muwaddah) even though the
world may favor him with all its attractions.”*® In another passage he recommends
the wisdom conveyed by the famous book of animal fables, Kalilah wa-Dimnah.
He draws attention to “the parable about the powerful lions which are killed and
destroyed by the weak but cunning fox that gets into their midst.”"*

Miskawayh relates all the ethics of friendship to a basic Islamic theme. He
says, “We have chosen concord, sought and praised it, and have said that God—
Mighty and Exalted is He—has summoned us to it by the prescription [of] the
upright Divine Law (shari‘ah).”*? And indeed it is in man’s relation with God that
friendship reaches its apotheosis. Miskawayh writes:

It is the necessary truth which admits of no doubt that [God] is loved only by the person
of virtuous well-being (sa‘id) and goodness who knows true virtuous well-being and the
real good (al-sa‘adah wa-l-khayr). That is why he endeavors to seek His favor through both
[virtuous well-being and good], strives to the utmost of his ability to please Him, and imi-
tates His acts to the extent of his capacity. And he who shows such love of God—Exalted is
He!—such interest in seeking His favor and such obedience to Him will be loved, favored
and gratified by God and will become worthy of His friendship—that friendship to some
men by the Law wherein Abraham is called “the friend (khalil) of God” and Muhammad “the
Beloved (habib) of God.”*?

One would expect that in a strongly monotheistic system—and it is difficult to
think of a more strongly monotheistic system than Islam—God would be too
remote to be a friend. Yet both the Bible and the Qur’an call Abraham the friend of
God. Excepting love affairs, friendship with God or gods would have been unusual
in the classical Greek context before Christianity. Despite the strong influence of
Greek philosophy, such friendship between God and man is a persistent theme in
the Islamic tradition. In later Islamic tradition saintly Sufi mystics are called the
awliy@’, the friends of God.

The second moral philosopher we consider is Nasir al-Din at-Tiisi, a giant in
the intellectual tradition of the Islamic Middle East. Taisi, who was born in Kho-
rasan in northeast Iran and who lived from 597/1201 to 672/1274, was an outstand-
ing astronomer, philosopher, and theologian. His prolific output includes works

10 Miskawayh, 156/140.
11 Miskawayh, 166/148.
12 Miskawayh, 163/146.
13 Miskawayh, 170/151-52.
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on astronomy, mathematics, physics, mineralogy, medicine, jurisprudence, logic,
mysticism, and theology. Significantly, for his discussion of patronage and friend-
ship, Tiis1 made his peace with the non-Muslim Mongols who conquered most of
southwestern Asia in the thirteenth century and became the official astronomer
to the conquering Mongol ruler. In this capacity he dispensed patronage to many
other leading scholars of his day.* Tasi wrote in both Arabic and Persian, and his
ethical work Akhlaq-i Nasiri (A book on morals dedicated to Nasir), abundantly
copied in the age before printing, was written in a stiff and occasionally difficult
Persian. In this text Tais1 draws a large scale picture of the sociological and emo-
tional need for affection: “Since people need each other and the perfection and
completion of each one lies with others of the human species ... hence the neces-
sity to combine in a way so that all individuals help each other as do the limbs of a
single person ... This yearning for this combination is [called] love (mahabbah).”*®

Tasi sees several motives for friendship. Friendship (sadagat) among young
men and people of like nature is the quest for pleasure (lizzat). The motive for
friendship among old men and personages of like nature is the quest for benefit
(manfa‘at). Such friendships endure as the link of profit or benefit endures. As
for the friendship of the good (ahl-i khayr), when it is purely good that binds
them and good is something constant and unchanging, such friendship does not
change or decline.®

Tisi says that the friendship of the good is made possible by “the simple
[i.e., noncompound] divine substance (jawhar-i basit-i ilahi)” which exists in
men. This substance opens man to an entirely new kind of pleasure unlike other
pleasures. This new pleasure is the product of an “utter passion and divine love”
(‘ishg-i tamm va-mahabbat-i ilahi)."” Interestingly, Tasi relates all forms of love to
the communal nature of man, which he further relates to religion.

The principle of love calls forth communal life and social combination (tamaddun va-ta‘al-
luf) ... For this reason mankind has been urged to share (ishtirak) in both their acts of
worship (‘ibadat) and entertainments (diyafat), for it is in their coming together that feeling
of fellowship (‘uns) is developed from a potential to an actual act. It may be too that this
is the reason the Divine Law of Islam (shari‘at-i Islam) has given preference to communal

14 See the excellent sketch of Taist’s life and work by H. Daiber and F. J. Ragep in The Encyclopae-
dia of Islam, 2nd ed., ed. P. Bearman et al. (Leiden: Brill, 1960-2005).

15 Nasir al-Din Tasi, Akhlag-i Nasirt (Tehran: Intisharat-i ‘Ilmiyya-i Islami, n.d.), translated by
G.M. Wickens as The Nasirean Ethics (London: Allen and Unwin, 1964); page numbers given
hereafter first for the Persian then for the outstanding English translation, which I have only
rarely revised, except to insert key words in Persian. The passage here is Tasi, 216-17/195.

16 Tasi, 220/198.

17 Tasi, 220/198.
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prayer over praying alone ... It may even be that [those who engage in the communal prayer]
progress from the degree of fellowship (‘uns) to that of love (mahabbat).*®

Taisi recommends restricting the number of one’s friends: “As for the [category of
the] true friend one cannot find them in large numbers, for he [the true friend] is
noble and hard to find. ... However, good companionship (husn-i ‘ishrat) and lib-
erality of spirit in encounters (karam-i liga’) should be shown to all. For without
the blessings of love (mahabbat) and companionship (mu’anisat ) living would be
impossible.”?

Tasi discusses the criteria for picking a friend in much the same way as
Miskawayh. He emphasizes the need to avoid any discrepancy among possible
friends insofar as they love authority (riyasat), since a person who likes domina-
tion and superiority (ghalabah va-tawaffuq) “will not employ equity in affection
(mawaddat), or be satisfied with equal giving and taking. On the contrary, haugh-
tiness and arrogance will lead him to despise friends and to behave disdainfully
towards them.”?°

Yet Tiisi is explicit in encouraging friends to overlook minor shortcomings in
each other: “It is incumbent to overlook trifling faults of friends (sighar-i ‘uyiib-i
yaran) ... No person will survive unscathed [from such an examination] ... As the
[prophetic] law-giver has said: ‘Happy is the person whose preoccupation is his
own faults rather than the faults of other people.””?* Near the end of his treatment
of friendship Tasi gives a stirring summing up of the virtues: “The farthest of
men from virtue are those who depart from communal life and social combina-
tion and incline to solitude and loneliness. Thus, the virtue of love and friend-
ship (mawaddat o sidaqat) is the greatest of virtues, and its preservation the most
important of tasks. This is why we have spoken at length on this matter, for this is
the noblest topic in the present discourse.”*?

There are broad areas of agreement between these two ethical philosophers,
which have been partly determined by the similarity of their sources. Their goal
is to describe the virtuous well-being and flourishing of humans. For those who
believe in the afterlife this virtuous well-being continues as a state of blessed-
ness after death. Friendship is essential for such human development and man
is by nature communal. While the deepest friendship may be restricted to one or

18 Tiisi, 222/199-200.
19 Tiisi, 278-79/243.
20 Tiisi, 282/246.

21 Tisi, 282/246.

22 Tisi, 291/252.
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two people, good companionship and sociability are necessary for the material
economy in matters such as the division of labor and for the moral economy in
matters such as the customary expectation of good faith in obligations. According
to the Muslim philosophers discussed here, there is a third category of friendship,
which the Greeks did not believe in, namely friendship between man and God.

Tasi is in some ways the more religiously inclined of the two authors. He
speaks of the “noncompound divine substance” in each person. In this expres-
sion we see not only the influence of Neo-Platonic views but also of Sufi philoso-
phy, which by Tiisi’s time had become part of the mainstream of Islamic thought.

A relatively important theme in both writers is mutuality or, as Tiisi expresses
it, “equity in affection” (insaf dar mawaddat).”® True friends overlook each other’s
defects. True friends defend each other from slander and backbiting, and correct
each other gently. Even love with God is mutual although not engaged in by
beings on an equal level. Rather striking is the mutuality implied in the insistence
upon a true friend sharing the pain that has befallen another friend.

Both authors are interested in the types of lesser friendships, which are clas-
sified as “for pleasure” or “for profit.” Tusi acknowledges that there are compos-
ite types of friendship as well as friendship held on different sides for different
reasons: “The causes of some loves is diverse ... An instance is that between a
singer and a listener, where the singer loves the listener by reason of profit while
the listener loves the singer for pleasure.”*

Indeed, in the case of the teacher and the student the higher love exists, but
so does the love motivated by profit. It seems to me reasonable to consider most
cases of friendship in the actual world as mixed and/or weighted differently on
the two sides of the friendship.

Many questions are not directly answered by the text. Is friendship between a
man and a woman possible, and is a marriage also a friendship? Both Miskawayh
and Tais1 quote Artistotle’s sentiment that the virtue of friendship causes people
to meet for exercise, hunting and banquets, which give a rather masculine cast
to friendship.?® According to Tasi, among the bad behavior that arises from con-
tention among friends is “attacking each other’s manhood.”?® Nevertheless,
Tasi takes serious interest in the growth of friendship between husband and
wife. He says: “[As to] the benefits common to wife and husband in respect of
domestic goods: if both cooperate therein, these become a reason for common

23 Tasi, 282/246.
24 Tisi, 224/201.
25 Miskawayh, 156/140.
26 Tiisi, 287/249.
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love (mahabbat-i yak-digar).”* While not a ringing endorsement of marital love,
a kind of friendship between husband and wife is acknowledged.

Another question arises about the ability of friendship to extend across
social levels. Tlisi answers this question more directly: “Let a man be careful not
to act stingily with friends over the science or the accomplishment by which he
is adorned, or in respect of the trade or craft in which he is skilled.”*® I have the
impression that Miskawayh would disapprove of friendship between a craftsman
and a man of learning, a possibility that Taisi’s statement on generosity among
friends seems to allow.

Interestingly, both these highly learned men, who no doubt taught students
in some fashion or other, acknowledge friendship between teacher and student.
Tisi, who is particularly fulsome on the subject, places “the love of the teacher
in the student’s heart” between the love of God—the strongest love—and love of
children for parents. Parents nurture the bodies of their children whereas teach-
ers nurture their souls. “Likewise,” adds Tisi, “the love by the teacher for the
student in a good way is superior to the love of the father for the son, for the
teacher nurtures [the student] with complete virtue and sustains [him] with pure
wisdom.”?

There seems no doubt that both our thinkers endorse patronage by friends in
power for (the benefit of) their less fortunate friends, a system called clientelism
or, more negatively, cronyism; and indeed disputes continue to our day as to the
need for and the harm done by these systems. Miskawayh is fully aware of the
possibility that love and justice might be in conflict. He states that good judgment
based on sound religious beliefs must be exercised before the benefit of love is
realized: “This desirable and coveted type of union [of people through love] can
be accomplished only by means of sound opinions on which sane minds will be
expected to agree, and by means of strong beliefs which result only from religions
directed toward the Face of God.”3° Tisi, somewhat confusingly, calls both love in
one passage and justice in another the primary virtue.*

Modern sentiments are strongly on the side of meritocracy. Yet in the highly
personalized world of politics in the time of Miskawayh and Tiisi patronage was
essential to maintaining a coherent government and to fostering an ongoing cul-
tural world. Both authors point out that the ruler is the most needy of friends

27 Tasi, 224/201.

28 Tsi, 287/250.

29 Tasi, 228-29/204-5.

30 Miskawayh, 134/118.

31 Tasi, 73/80 (here, perhaps ‘adalat is to be translated as “justice”), 291/252.
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because he has only two ears and two eyes. Tiisi writes: “The need of great emper-
ors (padishahan) for those worthy of nurture and care is as the need of poor men
for those who will show them kindness and favor.”3? Patronage survives today in
the arts and, to some extent, in the world of learning. Clearly, a new field in which
one can reject patrons is suggested by Samuel Johnson’s celebrated letter of 1755
to Lord Chesterfield: “Is not a patron, my lord, one who looks with unconcern on
a man struggling for life in the water, and, when he has reached ground, encum-
bers him with help?”3?

The great and unwavering message of both authors is that friendship is an
aspect of that cardinal virtue, love. It is through friendship that association of
people is turned into community. In its deepest form friendship is the strongest
bond that can exist between human beings. It is also a human capacity that can
be focused on God and God welcomes that focus. Without friendship we would
have no society and no spiritually deep relation with the Divine.

Appendix

The vocabulary of friend, friends, and friendship tells us something of what our
texts are trying to convey. The variety of words is sanctioned by the Arabic trans-
lation of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. The translation used by Miskawayh may
well correspond with the Fez manuscript edited by Anna A. Akasoy and Alexan-
der Fidora.>*

The unknown translator, attributed by the editors to “the school of Hunayn b.
Ishaq” (d. 260/873) frequently uses asdiga’, the most common word for “friends,”
but seldom uses sidaqah, the abstract noun for “friendship” from the same root.
Thus, in part 3 of book 8 we read:

Since these [grounds for friendship] differ from one another in form, the affections (ihbabat)
and friendships (mahabbat) differ accordingly. Thus the kinds of friendship (mahabbah)
are three, equal in number to the lovable things. In each one of them there is reciproc-
ity in friendship ... and those who love each other (yuhibbiina ba‘duhum ba‘dan) wish for
good things for each other, for this very friendship (mahabbah) which they have. For those

32 Tasi, 289/243.

33 Boswell, James, The Life of Samuel Johnson, LL.D. 4 vols. (London: Routledge, Warne, and
Routledge, 1865).

34 Aristotle, The Arabic Version of the Nicomachean Ethics, ed. Anna A. Akasoy and Alexander
Fidora, trans. Douglas M. Dunlop (Leiden: Brill, 2005); see p. 31 on the relation of this manu-
script found in Fez to Miskawayh’s sources.
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who love each other for advantage, do not love for themselves but because they have some
mutual good from each other. Similarly those who love for some pleasure do not love [those
who easily] change because of their possessing a quality, but because they are pleased with
them ... These friendships are accidental, for they are not loved for what the person is loved
for, but because they provide, the one of them a certain good, the other pleasure ... So when
the cause of their being friends is dissolved, the friendship (mahabbah) is dissolved also,
since the friendship was something superadded on that account.

Here we have the Greek word for friendship, philia—which specialists say can
“sometimes rise to the meaning of affection or love, but also includes any sort of
kindly feeling”*—consistently translated as “love.” Yet shortly after this passage
the Arabic translates “the best friendship” (ton agathon philia) as “al-saddaqah
al-tammah,” using the same root as sadiq.>® In other cases “beloveds” (mahbiibin)
and “friends” (asdiqa’) seem nearly interchangeable in the same sentence.””

As for agape, the celebrated virtue of Christian thinking (and often in Christian
contexts understood as “selfless love” or “charity”), in the Arabic version of the
Nicomachean Ethics (book IX, chapter XII.1), it is translated with a word derived
from ‘ishq, which is a generic word for love, particularly physical love.*® Inter-
estingly, the Persian word for friendship, diisti, does occur in Tasi*® but is not as
common as the Arabic equivalents.
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A. David K. Owen
The Poetic Syllogism:
Foray into an Inductive Research Proposal

Prospero: ... But this rough magic

I here abjure; and, when I have requir’d

Some heavenly music,—which even now I do,—
To work mine end upon their senses that

This airy charm is for, I'll break my staff,

Bury it certain fathoms in the earth,

And deeper than did ever plummet sound

I'll drown my book.

Shakespeare, The Tempest

&1L 8 ob momnTikr, 8fjAov kal £k TOV MPWTWV EIAN0COPNOAVTWY: SLa yap TO Bawpdlewy ol
GvBpwoL Kail VOV Kol TO Ip@TOV FPEaVTO PIAOCGOWELY, £€ APXTAG LEV TA TIPOXELPA TV ATOTIWV
BovpdoavTeg ...

Aristotle, Metaphysics, 928b10-14

This essay on the poetic syllogism (giyas|-i] shi‘r1) takes as its point of departure
two prominent treatments of our topic from the literature on Arabic philosophy.?
These scholars have demonstrated an important original contribution of the fala-
sifa to the history of philosophy where the poetic syllogism is concerned, and I
do not examine here the cogency of their very capable reconstructions. The broad
question which I have in mind is that of the use value of this mode of inference,
with an eye to establishing whether this use value lies in the poetic syllogism’s
aptness for interpretation of existing text, for the production (poiesis) of specific
kinds of statements or cognitive states, or some combination of these. To put this
somewhat differently, if the poetic syllogism is really “poetic” (in the sense of
‘productive,” as opposed to theoretical or practical), how so? Is it good for making
(not just ‘doing’ sc. praktein) things, and if so, what sort of things does it make? To

1 I would like to offer my deepest thanks to the inimitable Prof. Ahmad Mahdavi-Damghani,
with whom I first read al-Ghazali’s ethical works many years ago. Many thanks also to Prof. Roy
Mottahedeh for his feedback on some of the ideas herein, and to Mr. Hassan Shiban, Prof. Alireza
Korangy, and to three anonymous reviewers for comments on earlier drafts.

2 Deborah Black, Logic and Aristotle’s Rhetoric and Poetics in Medieval Arabic philosophy
(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1990); Aouad, “Le syllogisme poétique selon al-Farabi: un syllogisme incor-
rect de la deuxiéme figure,” in Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 12 (2002).
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return to the age-old debate between poetry and philosophy, what happens to the
truth values of assertoric statements in sacred or poetic or figurative speech, and
what use is formal analysis, as with the poetic syllogism, in explicating these?

This essay doesn’t hope to answer these questions; instead, it begins to
analyze particular unregimented/unschematized examples in order to clarify
how the poetic syllogism works in the practice of interpretation and inference
mapping, the better to prepare the ground for generalizations drawn from an
inductive review of examples putatively produced under the influence of a given
theory, that is, a set of generalizations that will have moved beyond the familiar
mode of paraphrase [and explanation] (‘Avicenna says g [because p]). The induc-
tive? study of a broad range of cases that should eventually have resulted would
have the benefit of testing the predictive power of the poetic syllogism, under-
stood as an explanatory hypothesis plausible enough to be worth testing.* It is
also conceivable that the range of formal inference could be expanded beyond
Barbara and Celarent to a fuller range of modes, though it seems unlikely that any
of these will yield valid inferences.

But what is a “poetic syllogism”?®> The ‘poetic syllogism’ is a tool for (a) the
regimentation of statements and (b) the analysis of images and (c) the formaliza-
tion of inferences as these three occur in rhetorical and poetic speech. The poetic
syllogism resembles the theoretical and practical syllogisms, but rarely, if ever,
leads to a deductively valid inference. What a ‘poetic syllogism’ is, is intimated by

3 For example: ‘Ghazali says r and s and t [and so on]. In order to know the truth-value of en-
thymematic schema r we must elaborate 1, i.e. substitute for r the schemata for which r stands.’
4 This method of formal analysis is probably worth pursuing more broadly, if only as an exper-
imental exercise in an alternative method for intellectual history. For it is one thing to say that
Ghazali uses logic in law (or “rationalizes” Sunni legal theory or practice) because Ghazali says
as much in the introduction to the Mustasfa. It is quite another thing to attempt to arrive at textu-
ally supported conclusions if we start from his premises and use the methods of argumentation
that he prescribes. Just so, it is quite another thing to compare (a) formally analyzed conclusions
we have produced using a stated set of premises and a stated method, with (b) formally analyzed
and elaborated arguments derived from findings of law. Nor is the research method proposed
merely anachronistic or exotic imposition of our own prejudices and priorities. It is consistent
with Ibn Rushd’s stated aims in Bidayat, and would serve us well to test two important criticisms
of Ghazali’s influential (cf. Hallaq 1990) synthesis of Avicennan logic and Islamic law: Ibn Tay-
miyya’s claim that (Avicennan formal deductive) logic was superfluous to legal argumentation,
“camel meat on top of the mountain,” and Ibn Rushd’s earlier and similar claim that the deduc-
tive analysis that Ghazali had proposed was inappropriate for legal argumentation.

5 Black (p. 212) paraphrases an example from Avicenna:

m. So and so is handsome S-M

M. Everything handsome is a moon M -P

Therefore, So and so is a moon S-P
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Farabi in his reflections on the analysis of poetic imagery in Qawanin al-shi‘r, the
Ars Rhetorica commentary, al-Qawl fi al-tandasub, inter alios; and is most explic-
itly formalized by Ibn Sina in his treatment of giyas (roughly speaking, ‘semi-for-
mal inference’) in the mantiqg (logic) section of his magnum opus al-Shif@’ (The
Healing).

Let us take a famous aya from Siirat al-Niir: When we recite, “God is the light
of the heavens and the earth” (Q 24:35) what do we understand by this?® I think it
suffices to say that the core predication of this statement is, to begin at the surface
level, of the form (3x) (Gx . Lx): “There exists’ some x such that x is God and x is
light.” Truth-functionally: If G then L. More simply: G — L. There are a number of
ways one might take the force of this utterance, but if we understand it as a truth
claim about the world of our experience, a claim the terms of which are intelligi-
ble to us, then we must attend to the qualification of “light” with restrictive “the”
and “of the heavens and the earth.” We might wonder if the extension of “(things
in) the heavens and the earth” includes all of “(things that are) light” in the sense
of niir, not khafif. Leaving that aside, for simplicity’s sake, let us represent the
entire predicate of this proposition with the sentence letter ‘L. So: G — L.

If we take ‘G — L’ as a truth claim about the same world from which our expe-
rience derives, a claim the extension of the terms of which are fully intelligible to
us, and if we take ‘G — I’ as veridical, non-figurative speech, then if we are strict
monotheists, we may have prima facie misgivings about any association of the
physical (L) with G; many a theologian has wrestled with these problems, and
though the semantics of this statement are not our primary concern, a cursory
glance suggests that semantically as well not a little is at stake. However, we are
more interested in establishing how—through what pattern of inference—this
statement means, rather than what it means.

For the statement we represent by ‘G — L,” if we are to analyze it with the
poetic syllogism, it needs to be understood as a conclusion of an enthymeme

6 We might simply begin by understanding this wondrously humbling locution as an example
of figurative speech (isti‘ara), but that is somewhat beside the point, since (1) we need to analyze
it as, at least superficially, some sort of truth claim if we are to put the poetic syllogism to use and
because (2) we are not concerned in this essay with interrogating or applying the terminology of
Rummani, Jurjani, Sakkaki et al. (e.g. hagiqga/majaz), nor that of scholastic ‘ilm al-bayan. For,
as an explicitly formal analytic device, the giyas shiri is a product of the tradition of falsafa, our
focus here. Having said that, still the difficulty we confront in unpacking ‘G — L’ does suggest
some of the text’s ijaz, its quality of leaving us in aporia.

7 We might use a universal quantifier instead of an existential one in order to make a definition-
al statement about the class G, but since we also want something in class G to exist, this would
require the inelegant addition of a second proposition in order to have instantiation.
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since, if we are inference-hunting, it makes no sense to understand this statement
other than enthymematically unless we can find some other statement to which
or from which the statement is being inferred. Our next task then is to supply the
suppressed premises to our enthymeme. But what could possibly be a veridical,
theologically correct middle term in this case? By way of example, and playing
loose and fast with our “syllogism” we might say something like the following:

God’s existence in x is a necessary condition for x’s existence.
Light’s existence in x is a necessary condition for x’s existence.
Therefore, God is light.

This reconstruction fails to do justice to the original; if we can think of nothing
satisfactory, then something has to give: our commitment to the aya as a form of
veridical speech, the dominant intellectualist understanding of ‘monotheism’ as
exclusive of corporeality, or the claim—required if we are to maintain the utility
of the poetic syllogism—that there is a middle term that will help explain why
we take this as an intelligible statement and as an inference from premises. One
current in the tradition from which ‘G - I’ arises would say that this explanatory
difficulty is a proof of the veridical character of this text and one of the cognitive
states the text aims to induce. Even where the application of the poetic syllogism
seems to fail, then, our attempt at its application helps clarify what some of the
salient interpretive options are; unsurprisingly, these options are also repre-
sented in the autochthonous tradition.

But let us turn to more uncontroversial poetic examples from the Islamicate
world. Speaking of Persian poetry, Wheeler Thackston states the following:

In ghazals, particularly those of the fifteenth through the eighteenth centuries, when the
bizarre comparison and highly intellectualized metaphor were greatly prized, the logic that
underlies many an image can be stated as follows: if A shares any attribute with B, and B
shares any attribute with C, then A = C. For instance, when the down on the beloved’s lip is
called sabz, it means dark, but the literal meaning of sabz is “green”; parrots are green; there-
fore, the down on the lip becomes a parrot. The lips are as sweet as sugar and become simply
sugar. Parrots are spoken of as sweet of speech (the parrot’s irritating voice is beside the
point—the tradition so named them); therefore they are shikarkhd (sugar-chewing). The final
stage in this series is to have the parrot of the down chewing the sugar of the beloved’s lips.®

Drawing attention to the cumulative character of the tradition’s use of metaphor,
Thackston observes that already by the 12" century

8 Thackston, A Millennium of Classical Persian, X.
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...Nizami could write that Layli’s mother mah-ra zi sitara tawq barbast (bound a necklace
of stars onto the moon) and know that his audience would immediately understand by this
that she covered her daughter’s face with tears.’

What Thackston’s description, and the perhaps disproportionate influence of
Avicenna in the Iranophone vs. Arabophone Islamicate,’ and the vitality of
intellectual life in the former through the period in question would all seem to
suggest, is the strong possibility that Persian poetry would be at least as prom-
ising a source for examples of poetic enthymeme (susceptible to formalization
and analysis) as indeed the Arabic tradition of letters in which the theory of the
poetic syllogism was first elucidated. For such a project, a compendium such as
that of Dawlatshah’s Tadhkirat al-Shu‘ara™* would be ideal, not only for the sort
of inductive study of argument types described above, but for tracking changes in
inferential patterns—such as the lengthening of a chain of inferences—over time
and perhaps even within and across regions. Here is just one example taken from
Dawlatshah, with an initial attempt at the formalization of tacit inferences:

Maniichihri says of a candle that:
Bigir’i bi didagan (You weep without eyes ...)*
By way of accounting for the indexicality of the pronoun, I take this to mean:

This candle weeps without eyes.
Thus: This is a candle and this weeps without eyes.
Thus: (Zx) (Cx . (Wx . —Ex))

We may take the inference pattern as follows:

This is a candle.

This sheds drops of liquid.

All drops [from ‘animate’ beings] are tears.
All tears are weeping(s).

All eyes (possibly) weep.

But no candles are eyes.

9 Ibid.

10 Cf. Edward G. Browne, A Literary History of Persia, 4 vols. (Bethesda: Iranbooks, 1997).

11 Iam very grateful to Prof. Roy Mottahedeh for bringing this invaluable resource to my atten-
tion.

12 Dawlatshah, Tadhkira, 47.
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Cl: Eyes are not in this. (‘in this’ = property)
C2: This is a candle and weeps.
C3 from C1, C2: This is a candle and weeps and does not have eyes.

There is much that could be said about the light shed by this one of several pos-
sible elucidations. The particular/existential quantities of multiple terms, and
the multiplicity of premises, both suggest that in some cases the poetic chains of
inference will be more similar to practical syllogistic than theoretical (hypotheti-
cal) syllogistic.'® In a word, if this is the realm of the syllogism, then the tripartite
scheme must be on holiday. And, clearly, there are a number of paradoxes and
subtleties in this hemistich, which our reconstruction either elides or ham-han-
dles. Yet the formalizer’s failure at expressing subtleties in verse represents not
merely the failure of a mediocre logician, but the skill of a poet when he expresses
that which resists easy paraphrase.

Another genre worth mining for poetic inferences is that of ethics (akhlag), as
the role of poetry in moral education is well-known, both for the Islamicate world
and for a number of levels of its con- and substrata. Just so, the use of poems
as proof texts and exempla is widespread in the genre, and Ghazali’s Kimiya-i
Sa‘adat hides more than a few gems of such material:

Chunan ka ... vaqt-i...bazrasidan az safar chunan ka rasul (s) chiin ba madina barasid,
pishbaz shudand, va daf mizadand va shadi mikardand va sh‘ir miguftand:

13 We might extend this comparison between practical and poetic inference even further, for
any proponent of Aristotle’s practical syllogism must confront the question of the practical syl-
logism’s broad or strict applicability to all, many, or only some of practical argumentation. As for
the poetic syllogism, comprehension of its basic form is easy enough. Much more difficult is to
show its utility where hard cases resist easy regimentation. If regimentation of all or nearly all
hard cases is possible, then we will have learned a great deal about the utility and reach of the
poetic syllogism. But if regimentation is not possible for a great deal of poetic instances, all the
more so if these possess moral/paedaeic force, then the utility of the poetic syllogism needs to be
reassessed, and with it the apparent felicity of Farabi and Avicenna’s formalizations described
in Black’s defense of their synthesis of logic proper, rhetoric, and poetics under the rubric of
the context theory. But even if an inductive review of cases shows the poetic syllogism to have
limited applicability, this will not have defeated the attempt to show the inferential character of
poetic imagination, for Aristotle did not focus in his “logic,” in the first instance, and as do the
modern logicians, on the prescription of correct theories of deductive inference (cf. e.g. Goldfarb,
xiii) but rather on the description of the full range of sound and unsound processes of reasoning
humans in which regularly engage in their fields of endeavor. Just so, Avicenna and Farabi make
no claim to the general deductive validity of the poetic syllogism.
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Whenever someone returned from a journey, [and] whenever the Messenger (PBUH) arrived
in Medina, they gathered together, and would strike the drum and rejoice and recite poetry:

Tala‘a al-badru ‘alayna min thaniyyati al-wada‘[i]
Wajaba al-shukru ‘alayna ma da‘a li-llahi da‘(i(n)]

The full moon arose upon us from the valleys of farewell,
A debt of thanks was set upon us for the caller’s call ... *

I hope to have shown herein that the model of the poetic syllogism offers pow-
erful tools for the inference patterning of poetic images, and thus for pointing to
how human beings are affected by well-crafted verse. I have shown that inference
patterning is possible, and I have argued that it is also desirable for historiogra-
phy of the intellectual life of the Islamicate world. However, I do not want to push
this formalizing argument too far. Naturally, it will ultimately be self-defeating to
require of poetry something other than that for which it comes into being, or to
deprive of poetry that without which it loses vitality, becomes corrupt, and passes
out of existence. I have not postulated a definition for poetry, a sure limitation of
this formalizing account, but I share Aristotle’s intuition that wonder is a precon-
dition for the best of human endeavors, and what medium is better equipped for
wonder than poetry? For though he inferred invalidly, Riidaki spoke most truly
when he said:

Bi kardan shagaft nabuidast rah-i an ...
Without amazement the road to these things would not have been ...**
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Elias Muhanna

The Scattered and the Gathered:
Abu Hayyan al-Tawhidr’s Infrequently
Asked Questions

Why does a person come to like a certain month or day? What is a coincidence?
What is better, singing or playing music? These are a few morsels from the banquet
that is al-Hawamil wa-l-Shawamil (The Scattered and the Gathered, hereafter
Hawamil), a book comprised of 175 questions posed by the famous litterateur and
courtier Abt Hayyan al-Tawhidi (d. 414/1023) to the philosopher and historian
Ahmad b. Muhammad Miskawayh (d. 421/1030), who provides the answers.* Cov-
ering an encyclopaedic range of topics from predestination to politics to fashion,
the Hawamil, like much else in al-Tawhidi’s oeuvre, provides a record of the intel-
lectual interests of Biyid-era literary humanists and philosophers, and is shot
through with his fiendish portrayals of human foibles.?

In comparison with some of al-Tawhidi’s other works, the Hawamil has not
been much studied.? Two seminal essays by Mohammed Arkoun in 1961 placed

1 Author’s note: This essay is dedicated to the life and career of Professor Ahmad Mahdavi
Damghani, and to the memory of Wolfhart P. Heinrichs (1941-2014).

All references to this work are to the following edition: Abti Hayyan al-Tawhidi, al-Hawamil
wa-I-Shawamil, ed. A. Amin and A. Saqr (Cairo, 1951). On al-Tawhidi’s life and works, see: Ihsan
‘Abbas, Abui Hayyan al-Tawhidi (Beirut: Dar Bayrat, 1956); Ibrahim al-Kilani, Abu Hayyan al-
Tawhidi (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1957); S. M. Stern, “Aba Hayyan al-Tawhidi,” in Encyclopaedia
of Islam, 2™ ed., 1:126-27 (hereafter EI2); Marc Bergé, Pour un humanisme vécu: Essai sur la
personnalité morale et intellectuelle d ’Abui Hayyan al-Tawhidi (Damascus: Institut francais de
Damas, 1979); Bergé, “Abu Hayyan al-Tawhidi,” in The Cambridge History of Arabic Literature:
‘Abbasid Belles-Lettres, ed. Julia Ashtiany et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990),
112-24; Everett K. Rowson, “The Philosopher as Litterateur: Al-Tawhidi and his Predecessors,”
Zeitschrift fiir Geschichte der arabisch-islamischen Wissenschaften 6 (1990): 50-92; Wadad al-
Qadi, “Aba Hayyan al-Tawhidi: A Sunni Voice in the Shi‘i Century,” in Culture and Memory in
Medieval Islam: Essays in Honour of Wilferd Madelung, ed. Farhad Daftary and Josef W. Meri
(London: I. B. Tauris, 2003), 128-59.

2 On the Hawamil, see M. Arkoun, “U’humanisme arabe au IVe/X¢siécle, d’aprés le Kitab al-
Hawamil wal-Sawamil,” Studia Islamica XIV (1961): 73-108 and XV (1961): 63-88; Fa’iz Taha

‘Umar, al-Zama’: Dirasa fi As’ilat al-Tawhidi al-Hawamil (Baghdad: Dar al-Shu’tn al-Thaqafiyya
al-‘Amma, 2007). On the problem of the term “humanism” in the Biiyid context and as it relates
to al-Tawhidi in particular, see Alexander Key, “The Applicability of the Term ‘Humanism’ to Abii
Hayyan al-Tawhidi,” Studia Islamica 100-101 (2005): 71-112.

3 Bergé’s biography of al-Tawhidi briefly passes over this work, referring the reader to Arkoun’s
study (see Bergé, Pour un humanisme vécu, 186). Other works on the culture of humanism during
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the book within the context of Islamic humanism in the fourth/tenth century,
and argued that the questions it raised were interesting mainly for what they
revealed about the cultural horizons of the Biyid age.* Its exemplary charac-
ter notwithstanding, the book merits study on its own terms for what it tells us
about al-Tawhidi’s philosophical orientation during the early part of his career,
as well as for its status as a rather unusual specimen of a “coauthored” medieval
text. The title of the work alludes to its bivalent character, for the Hawamil is
actually two books in one: a collection of al-Tawhidi’s wandering questions and
Miskawayh’s responsible, clear, and often prosaic responses.’ Could the two men
have exchanged roles? Can we imagine a work in which al-Tawhidi provided the
answers and Miskawayh the questions? Doubtless, this would have made for a
very different kind of book.

This article presents an abridged translation of about one hundred questions
from the Hawamil. They are introduced by a few notes on the likely date of the
work’s composition, and a brief consideration of al-Tawhidi’s system of classify-
ing his questions according to philosophical categories. I conclude by offering an
alternative topical index to the questions, taking into account those that contain
several shorter queries.

The Hawamil in al-Tawhidr’s Career

Abi Hayyan got a late start as a writer. During his early adulthood, he made a
living as a copyist in Baghdad and began composing his first work (the literary
anthology al-Basa’ir wa-lI-Dhakha’ir) in the year 350/961, when he was in his

the Biyid period tend to focus on al-Tawhidi’s role as the chronicler of intellectual debates and
discussions in the circles of Yahya b. ‘Adi and Abii Sulayman al-Sijistani; see Joel Kraemer, Phi-
losophy in the Renaissance of Islam (Leiden: Brill, 1986). Everett Rowson discusses al-Tawhidi
from the perspective of the famous epithet that described him as “the philosopher of the littera-
teurs and the litterateur of the philosophers,” but does not examine the Hawamil as an example
of the hybrid position that al-Tawhidi occupied between the poles of adab and falsafa, focusing
rather upon other works; see Rowson, “The Philosopher as Litterateur.”

4 “Ce ne sont pas tant les problémes agités dans le K.H. qui sont, en fait, intéressants, mais
P’esprit et les perspectives dans lesquels ils sont posés et resolus d’une part, les enseignements
qu'on peut en tirer, d’autre part, sur deux auteurs importants et les horizons de pensée de toute
une époque.” (Arkoun, “U’humanisme arabe,” Studia Islamica X1V, 78.)

5 The word hawamil refers to animals (camels or cattle) that have been left to pasture freely.
Wolfhart Heinrichs proposed an alternative translation of the title as The Wandering Sheep and
the Herding Sheepdogs, which captures something of two authors’ different styles in this work
(private correspondence).
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mid-thirties. He completed it fifteen years later, by which time he had made at
least two attempts to find a patron for his talents. In 358/968, al-Tawhidi visited
Rayy in the hopes of gaining employment in the court of Abii 1-Fadl Ibn al-‘Amid
(d. 360/970), but was rebuffed. It may have been during this visit that he first met
Miskawayh, who was employed as Ibn al-‘Amid’s librarian, and one may specu-
late that this encounter planted the seed for what would eventually result in the
Hawamil project. In 364/974, al-Tawhidi attended the majlis of the younger Ibn
al-‘Amid (Aba 1-Fath) who was visiting Baghdad, and seems to have succeeded in
gaining his patronage until the brash vizier was executed two years later for his
political maneuverings.

Miskawayh'’s services had been bequeathed from the elder Ibn al-‘Amid to his
son, and when the latter was put to death, Miskawayh and al-Tawhidi found them-
selves in professional limbo. Both men would secure employment shortly thereaf-
ter but the uncertainty of this moment may help to shed light on the composition
date of the Hawamil, which was written during a time of distress for both authors,
as attested by Miskawayh in the introduction to the work. Mohammed Arkoun has
proposed that al-Tawhidi composed his questions between 367-70/977-80, during
the period of his residence at the court of al-Sahib b. ‘Abbad, and that Miskawayh
wrote the answers between 370-72/980-82.° In a later work, Arkoun revised the
composition date to 375/985, or well after al-Tawhidi had left Rayy and returned to
Baghdad where he became the amanuensis of Ab#i Sulayman al-Sijistani and a fre-
quenter of his philosophical circle.” Erez Naaman has recently argued that this later
date is unlikely for a variety of reasons, and proposes that the Hawamil was “the
cooperative fruit of the two figures in the late 350’s or 360’s, but no later than that.”®

Certainly the fact that Abi Sulayman is not mentioned at all in the Hawamil
would argue in favor of the earlier composition date. In either case, what is relevant
to note here is that the Hawamil was one of al-Tawhidi’s first compositions, and
was in fact the first nonanthological work that he wrote. Furthermore, unlike some
of his later books in which his opinions tend to be subordinated to the teachings
of Abii Sulayman, the Hawamil is a work in which al-Tawhidi’s voice is all his own.

6 Arkoun, “L’humanisme arabe,” XIV, 77-78.

7 Mohammed Arkoun, Essais sur la pensée islamique (Paris: Maisonneuve et Larose, 1984), 116.
8 Naaman argues that “the fact that al-Tawhidi regarded al-Sijistani as the greatest philosopher
in this Baghdadi milieu (al-Imta‘, 1, 33), became his closest adherent, addressed to him many
questions, and recorded his sessions (in his al-Mugabasat), while simultaneously holding a very
critical view of Miskawayh (professionally and personally), makes it unlikely that at this time the
latter could have been the esteemed addressee of his queries. It must have been beforehand.” See
Erez Naaman, “Literature and Literary People at the Court of al-Sahib Ibn ‘Abbad” (PhD diss.,
Harvard University, 2009), 237-38n57.
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Classifying al-Tawh1dr’s Questions

The eclecticism of al-Tawhidi’s questions invites comparison with the sinuous
prose of his idol, al-Jahiz (d. 255/868-69), and the Hawamil’s thematic hetero-
geneity is of a piece with al-Tawhidi’s broader rhetorical gesture: a display of
imagination and sprezzatura meant to instruct and delight. On the other hand,
the book contains a classification system that sorts the questions into various
categories, so it appears that al-Tawhidi made an attempt to be systematic about
his queries. The categories, along with the questions they are associated with,
are listed below in figure 1. In addition to single categories (e.g., lughawiyya),
there are also several questions that have a compound classification (e.g., zaj-
riyya-lughawiyya), and four questions that contain descriptions rather than clas-
sifications (e.g., no. 44, mas’ala fi mabadi’ al-‘adat).

Title Question Number Total
Unclassified 8, 35, 36, 38, 39, 48, 50-87, 89-175 131
lughawiyya 1 1
khilgiyya 2,714, 23, 27, 31, 40 7
ikhtiyariyya 4, 5,11, 13, 17, 20 6
tabi‘iyya 6,9, 10, 12, 16, 18, 25, 26, 28, 32, 45 1
nafsaniyya 33 1
tibbiyya 37 1
iradiyya 41, 46 2
tabi‘iyya-ikhtiyariyya 15,19 2
tabi‘iyya-khilgiyya 21,22, 24 3
tabi‘iyya-lughawiyya 3,34 2
zajriyya-lughawiyya 30 1
iradiyya-khilqiyya- lughawiyya 42 1
iradiyya-khilgiyya 43, 49 2
On the definition of injustice ~ 29 1
On the origin of customs 44 1
On dreams 47 1
The queen of questions 88 1

This scheme provides some insight into al-Tawhidi’s understanding of the themes
of his questions; however, there are a few issues to consider. First, of the 175 ques-
tions in the book, only forty are arranged into categories, less than a quarter.’

9 While it is possible that Miskawayh or a later copyist added the titles, their inconsistent ap-
plication may be a sign of their early origin. One can imagine that al-Tawhidi began addressing
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Second, many of the longer questions are comprised of multiple shorter questions
that extend beyond the thematic boundaries of the initial query.*® The most puz-
zling aspect of the categories, however, is their meaning. Some are straightforward,
such as lughawiyya (linguistic) and tibbiyya (medical), but they account for only
a handful of queries. The vast majority of the classified questions belong to the
categories khilgiyya, ikhtiyariyya, tabi‘iyya, and iradiyya, which are more elusive.
The terms ikhtiyari (volitional) and khilgi (innate) are frequently found
together in philosophical discourse, and are used to designate qualities of human
behavior that are contingent or essential. Al-Tawhidi’s ikhtiyariyya category
contains questions on a multitude of subjects including: why asceticism is con-
sidered a virtue in all cultures (no. 4); why praising a person in their presence is
considered repugnant but doing the same in their absence is laudable (no. 11);
why people seek out middlemen, despite what is said about their corrupting
influence (no. 20); and so on. Generalizing, it might be argued that all of these
questions are matters of volition or free will (ikhtiyar), but this is also true of the
set that should represent the opposite type of query, the masa’il khilgiyya: why is
the scholar self-admiring when he should know better (no. 7); why does the sensi-
ble man envy his equal when he knows this is shameful (no. 23); why do relatives

questions to Miskawayh with these introductory titles and abandoned the practice later on. It
seems less likely that a copyist or redactor of the manuscript took it upon himself to insert the
titles for a portion of the questions in the beginning of the book. On the compilation of the work,
see Arkoun, Studia Islamica X1V, 75: “on est amené a penser que cette ‘présentation nouvelle’ a
dii étre choisie par Miskawayh — car, a en juger par les coupures qu’il avoue avoir apporté au texte
de Tawhidji, c’est lui qui s’en est chargé — pour obtenir un ‘succés de librairie.””

10 For example, question no. 16, a mas’ala tabi‘iyya, begins with a request to clarify the nature
of amazement and then leads into another question about the definition of truth and falsehood.
This is followed by a third question about God and His attributes. Did al-Tawhidi consider each of
these sub-questions a mas’ala tabi‘iyya, or just the first? Here again we have an indication of the
likelihood that al-Tawhidi wrote the titles himself, as it seems more likely that he occasionally
began with a given mas’ala and then naturally branched off into different directions without
paying attention to the original classification. A copyist who added the titles of his own accord
would likely have taken greater care to make the question fit into a more capacious category.

11 The term ikhtiyari means “of, or relating to, the will, or choice ... Opposite of khilgiyya” (E. W.
Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon (Cambridge: Islamic Texts Society, 1984), 1:831). The definition of
khilgi is “Natural; not accidental: [constitutional: of, or relating to, or belonging to, the natural
constitution of an animated being, as created in the womb of the mother:] ... You say ‘ayb khilgi
A natural fault or imperfection... And sifa khilgiyya [A natural quality]; opposed to ikhtiyariyya.”
(Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, 1:802).
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bear such enmity toward each other (no. 31); why do people lie about their age
(no. 27); and so on.”?

A similar sort of imprecision obtains with the other pair of categories, ira-
diyya and tabi‘iyya, which mean more or less the same thing as the aforemen-
tioned pair. If there are subtle distinctions to be noted between these two pairs of
categories, the questions themselves offer little assistance in uncovering them.™
Perhaps we miss the point by demanding terminological rigor from an author
who was more of an adib than a faylasiif, except that al-Tawhidi’s interests in
the Hawamil are not particularly belletristic. There is little here that has to do
with poetry, elegant speech, urbane manners, and witty anecdotes; where adab-
themed material does appear, it is scrutinized and critiqued, like the other topics
in the book. One might go further and propose that there is something about the
interrogative posture exemplified by al-Tawhidi’s barrage of questions that is
fundamentally antisystematic and incommensurable with a canon of authorita-
tive logia, whether literary, philosophical, or theological. Mohammed Arkoun,
writing in the early 1960s, referred to this orientation as al-Tawhidi’s “sentiment
tragique de la vie.” A decade later, he might have called it a type of deconstruc-
tion avant la lettre.

An alternative map of the Hawamil’s themes might look something like figure
2. Here, one can address the problem of classification engendered by al-Tawhidi’s
habit of taking Jahizian detours in the course of a single question, and parse the
book’s subject matter into the themes it represents.’

12 Scanning the questions in this category, it may seem that the reading of khulgiyya (ethical,
moral) rather than khilgiyya would fit more appropriately, as many of the questions have an eth-
ical flavor. However, this could be said of many of al-Tawhidi’s questions, including a majority
that does not appear in the category.

13 This is a feature of al-Tawhid1’s style that occasionally irritates his interlocutor. For exam-
ple, in response to question 4—which begins on the subject of asceticism and then digresses
sharply into a philosophical inquiry on the definitions of time, space, duration, reason, and
cause—Miskawayh retorts, “This question is adorned with several questions on nature (masa’il
tab‘iyya), and you have turned them into one question. Perhaps what you made into tails are
more likely to be heads.” (Hawamil, 26)

14 Arkoun, “U’humanisme arabe,” XIV, 79; see also Key, “The Applicability of the Term ‘Human-
ism’,” 96.

15 In such cases I have broken up compound questions into their separate parts and labeled the
subquestions [a], [b], [c], etc. I have pursued this practice only with those portions of a question
that seem to me to break away entirely from the original idea; related elaborations on the prin-
cipal theme are treated as part of the same question. In instances where al-Tawhidi strays from
his primary question into another question and then returns back to the theme of the original
question, the text is marked in the following way: [a] ... [b] ... [a] ...
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Category Questions

Philological 1, 34, 39b, 42c

Sociological

a. Moral ideals vs. social 2, 4a, 5,7, 23, 39a, 42a, 43a, 55a, 55b, 58, 88,
realities

b. Peculiar social behaviors 8a, 9, 10, 12, 20, 22, 27, 28, 31, 32, 33, 49a, 51, 53,
and phenomena 66, 70b, 71, 73, 74, 75, 76a, 126, 135

c. Social and conventional 11, 13, 17, 19, 21, 30a, 38, 40, 41, 44, 67, 78, 80, 81
values

Philosophical 4b, 16b, 29, 30b, 34, 47, 48a, 48b, 49D, 50, 55b, 57,
61, 68a, 68b, 159

Religious-theological 8h, 16¢, 34, 35, 59, 60, 77, 172, 175

Natural

a. Physics and physiognomy 18, 25, 26, 37, 45, 62, 63, 72, 73, 76b, 101, 110, 119,
163, 168, 171, 174

b. Psychology 3, 6, 14, 15, 163, 24, 32, 36, 42b, 43D, 46, 52, 54, 56,
64, 65, 70a, 79

Philological questions

What is the difference between the words miserly, niggardly, stingy, tenacious,
despicable, vile, tightfisted, avaricious, and cheap? The Hawamil contains several
lexicographical quizzes of this nature. Are these real questions, one wonders, or
was al-Tawhidi interested in testing Miskawayh’s verbal prowess (while demon-
strating his own)? The first question in the Hawamil begins with one such request
to clarify the difference between synonymous terms, but is quickly overtaken by
a second, more theoretical, query: “Is there necessarily some difference between
two words that agree upon a meaning?” This represents al-Tawhidi’s principal
philological interest. The consummate prose stylist, al-Tawhidi did not need a
philosopher to explain to him the semantic difference between the words bakhil
and la’im. His interest in synonyms is about the relationship between linguistic
form and meaning, a central philosophical issue but one of interest to the udaba’
as well.*

16 Further in the question he elaborates, “What is it that clarifies the distinction between: ‘he
spoke’ (nataqga) and ‘he said nothing’ (sakata), and obscures the distinction between ‘he spoke’
(nataga) and ‘he talked’ (takallama)... ?” In other words, why are antonyms easily distinguish-
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Sociological questions

This category represents the largest proportion of the Hawamil’s questions, empha-
sizing the overwhelmingly sociocultural and behavioral bent of al-Tawhidi’s inter-
ests. The questions fall into three subgroups that occasionally overlap: a) moral
ideals vs. social realities; b) peculiar social behaviors; and c) social and conven-
tional values. Many topics are covered, but the questions generally deal with the
oddities, idiosyncrasies, hypocrisies, foibles, and virtues of ordinary people. In
the first group, we find a foreshadowing of al-Tawhidi’s project in the vituperative
Mathalib al-Wazirayn, which mercilessly skewered the two viziers, Abu 1-Fadl b.
al-‘Amid and al-Sahib b. ‘Abbad. Al-Tawhidi’s caustic wit is evident throughout
the dozen questions, but his tone is not entirely vindictive; he seems to be genu-
inely troubled by the lack of moral uprightness that he sees in society. Question 58
sums up the fundamental concern represented in this category: “How can he who
is an inveterate hypocrite be sincere at times? And how is it that the disreputable
person is sometimes trustworthy, the listless person sometimes is vigilant, and the
corrupt person gives good advice?” How is it, indeed, that such a vast gulf exists
between what is and what should be? In question 88, which he calls “the queen
of questions” (malikat al-masa’il), the revanchism in al-Tawhidi’s outlook is more
evident: “Speak to me about ... the deprivation of the meritorious person and the
achievement of the deficient person,” he says to Miskawayh, whose professional
success he coveted and whom he would later disparage as unworthy of it."”

A second group contains questions about peculiar social behaviors and phe-
nomena, comprising a hodgepodge of miscellaneous topics, among them: why

able, but synonyms are not? Does the criterion of difference arise from the linguistic form or from
its usage? Why is this criterion not more commonly known? These are questions about the nature
of language’s ability to express similar concepts in different ways, a subject that is obviously of
great interest to a litterateur like al-Tawhidi.

17 In a well-known passage in al-Imta‘ wa-l-Mu’anasa, al-Tawhidi described Miskawayh thus:
“As for Miskawayh, he is refined of expression, fresh around the edges, amiable, easy in his ap-
proach, rarely gushing forth, slow in casting [his motifs], well known for his poetic ideas, often
slackening, very wary, weak in attaining heights, going down to the watering hole more than
bringing up from the watering hole, stretching out his efforts and then falling short, flying far
and falling near, watering before he plants, and drawing water from the well before there is water
in it. Moreover, he has certain sources of inspiration such as: some knowledge in philosophy; a
certain ease in [government] service; a certain ability to perform the rules of boon companion-
ship. He is [also] a model in miserliness, a prodigious liar, and frequently changes his mind with
his zeal for alchemy.” Al-Tawhidi, al-Imta‘ wa-I-Mu’anasa, ed. Ahmad Amin and Ahmad Saqr
(Cairo: Matba‘at Lajnat al-Ta’lif wa-1-Nashr, 1951), 136; see translation in Key, “The Applicability
of the Term ‘Humanism,’” 102.
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a person wants to know what is said about him after his death (no. 12); how it is
that fame comes unexpectedly to someone who had previously lived in obscurity
(no. 22); why people lie about their age (no.27); why a person comes to like a
certain month or day (no. 28). These are questions that genuinely seem to baffle
al-Tawhidi, unlike some of those in the previous group where, one sensed, the
tone was less interrogative than rhetorical. He is fascinated by the mystery of
how two people with radically different dispositions and physical countenances
might become friends, though each may hail from a separate and far-flung region
(no. 49a). He wonders aloud about why a person goes to such great lengths to
hide his fear from other people (no. 70b). There is no condescending judgment or
prescriptive air in al-Tawhidi’s tone; he seems to be truly interested in these pecu-
liar behaviors, and perhaps curious to see how Miskawayh will be able to explain
such mundane phenomena in philosophical terms.

The final group within the sociological theme concerns questions that relate
to social and conventional values. Al-Tawhidi asks Miskawayh why “the act of
praising someone in their presence came to be considered abominable, to the
point that everyone agrees upon its condemnation?” (no. 11). He wonders why the
young man who behaves with the gravity of an old man is deemed foolish (no. 13);
why people love a person who is content with very little in life (no. 38); and why a
person’s self-praise is considered to be ugly whereas his praise of someone else is
considered to be good (no. 41). What these and other questions have in common
is al-Tawhidi’s interest in how or why a certain social value came to be held. Ques-
tion 44 exemplifies the central concern underlying the questions in this category:
“What is the origin of different customs of far-flung nations? ... [HJow did people
adopt these customs in the first place, and then proceed in accordance with
them?”

Philosophical questions

The Hawamil contains some questions that may be described as traditionally
philosophical, which is to say that they are abstract, foundational questions for
traditional philosophical disciplines such as ethics or metaphysics. For example,
al-Tawhidi asks Miskawayh to define the meaning of time and space (no. 4b); truth
and falsehood (no. 16b); injustice (no. 29); similarity and difference (no. 30b); and
knowledge (no. 50). He asks if the soul has a request or desire in this world, and
if it does, what is it (no. 68a)? These are questions that would have been debated
in the Neo-Platonic context of Abii Sulayman al-Sijistani’s Majlis, and Miskawayh
responds to them in a philosophical vocabulary.
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Religious-theological questions

It might be argued that a majority of al-Tawhidi’s questions are broadly connected
to the themes of religion and ethical philosophy, but it is notable that very few
directly address creedal or legal matters. This group contains some of the few,
including requests for interpretation of Prophetic hadiths: “shame is a part of
faith” (no. 8b); “slovenliness is a part of faith” (no. 60). In question 16c, he raises
the classic theological question of what knowledge of God and His attributes
entails, reminding Miskawayh that if God “is described as having attributes, then
He is also restricted through the description of these attributes.” Al-Tawhidi’s
tone in these questions is more somber and reserved, less characterized by the
wit on display in the colorful descriptions of his more anthropological questions.

Natural questions

This category contains questions on a wide range of subjects, united by a pre-
occupation with the physical nature of human beings. Al-Tawhidi wonders why
nobility is more prevalent in thin people (no. 25); why the short person is wicked
and the tall person is foolish (no. 26); why a person with a small head has a weak
brain (no. 72); and why the sparsely bearded man is considered to be evil and
sly (no. 73). However, given the question about physiognomy’s reliability (no. 63),
one wonders to what extent these questions were intended merely to be provoca-
tive, rather than serving as accurate indications of al-Tawhidi’s personal beliefs.

The second subgroup contains questions about human psychology. Among
them are several questions that display al-Tawhidi’s talents as a keen observer
of human emotion. He asks Miskawayh to explain the sense of intimacy that a
person feels for a place where he has spent a lot of time, such as a given room in a
public bathhouse, or a local mosque (no. 36). He wonders why one sometimes has
an uncanny feeling of fear when there is nothing fear inspiring around (no. 70a),
and why some people fear death while others accept it (no. 24). In another fasci-
nating query, he asks why a person is disgusted by a wound and simultaneously
captivated by it (no. 54). Other questions are occupied with cognitive functions
and habits of mind, such as why a particular word is more pleasing to the ear than
another (no. 3).

*kk

The purpose of this introduction to the following translation has been to use
al-Tawhidi’s conceptual categories, patterns of exposition, and styles of argumen-
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tation as a guide to understanding his project in the Hawamil. As argued above,
the problematic that occupies al-Tawhidi in this work is human behavior. Is it
willed (ikhtiyar1) or innate (khilgi)? How does it come into being? How does it con-
flict or agree with moral precepts? How does it conflict or agree with reason? This
is the Hawamil’s main preoccupation to which al-Tawhidi repeatedly returns, at
times earnestly and seriously, at other moments in a spirit of playfulness and
irony. If, in the course of surveying al-Tawhidi’s wandering sheep I have played
the role of one of Miskawayh’s sheep dogs, I take solace in the realization that for
every question herded, another escapes into the wild.

Appendix: Translation of Selected Questions
from al-Hawamil wa-l-Shawamil'®

1. Linguistic question (mas’ala lughawiyya): What is the difference between haste
(‘ajala) and speed (sur‘a)? Is there necessarily some difference between two words
that agree upon a meaning? For one may say that someone was happy or glad,
merry or cheerful, far away or distant, joking or jesting, hindered or hampered,
forbidden or refused; or that he gave or offered, that he wished for or wanted,
that he aimed for or tried, that he exerted himself or persevered, that he went or
continued on, that he governed or ruled, that he came or arrived at, that he grew
close or near, that he spoke or talked, that he spoke correctly or truthfully, that he
sat or had a seat, that he was remote or far away, that he observed or witnessed,
that he turned away or abstained from.

Do joy and happiness, delight and bliss, merriment, gaiety, glee, cheerful-
ness, and mirth comprise one meaning or different ones? Take this up, for its
door is tall, and its rope is coiled, and its shape is multifarious. If there is a differ-
ence between each of these pairs that distinguishes one meaning (ma‘na) from
another, separates one purpose (murdd) from another, and differentiates one
intention (gharad) from another, why does it not contribute to the knowledge of a
word, in the way it contributes to the knowledge of its root?*°

Along these lines, what is the difference between intention, meaning, and
purpose, and is it the same as what was presented above? What is it that clarifies

18 Asdiscussed above, the terms khilgiyya and tabi‘iyya are more or less synonymous, as are the
terms ikhtiyariyya and iradiyya. I have therefore translated both synonyms with the same English
equivalent (“natural” and “volitional,” respectively).

19 In other words, why are differences in form easier to discern than differences in meaning
(fa-li-ma la yushtarak fi ma rifatihi ka-ma ’shturika fi ma‘rifat aslihi)?
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the distinction between: “he spoke” (nataga) and “he said nothing” (sakata), and
obscures the distinction between “he spoke” (nataga) and “he talked” (takallama),
and between “he said nothing” (sakata), and “he was silent” (samata)?*®

2. Natural question (mas’ala khilgiyya): Why do people encourage each other to
keep secrets concealed, and go to great lengths to make promises about them, and
forbid the circulation of them, and extol the encouragement of [their] conceal-
ment, and despite all of these precautions, secrets are still not concealed? And
how do they emerge from behind the screens that are set up and become scattered
throughout the places where people assemble, immortalized within the pages
of books, awakening the ears, and recounted across the ages? And whence their
circulation, given the cautiousness about their concealment, nay even the wide-
spread fear of their diffusion, the remorse that accompanies the telling of a secret,
the fleeting benefits, the perilous consequences, and the destructive causes? (15)

3. A question composed of natural mysteries and linguistic particles (mas’ala
murakkaba min asrar tabi‘iyya wa-hurif lughawiyya): Why is one word more
pleasing to the ear than another, such that you find rapture taking hold of one
who hears it? I heard a man who loved al-Buhturi and was quick to talk about
him, and preferred his poetry once say: “How excellent is al-Buhturi’s rhapsodiz-
ing about ‘Alwa, and how excellent was his choice of [the name] ‘Alwa, for you do
not find this [excellence] in Salma and Hind and Fartana, and Da‘d.”

This is a condition that is found in names and agnomens and good qualities
and ornaments, and in images and structures, and manners and dispositions,
and nations and eras, and doctrines and writings, orders and customs.

And when you delve into this subject, connect it with the study of what,
among these things, weighs upon the soul and the hearing and the character. For
if its acceptance has a reason, its rejection does as well; and if its progression is
for a reason, then its obstruction must be as well. (20)

4, Volitional question (mas’ala ikhtiyariyya): [a] Why do people of all languages
and customs encourage each other to practice asceticism, and to withdraw from
the world, and to be satisfied with what time brings with it and what circum-
stance facilitates? And they say this despite the intensity of [their] covetousness
and desire, and the excess of gluttony and greed, and the crossing of sea and
land in the name of meager profits, and trifling rewards, such that you only find
on the earth’s surface those who are sadly occupied with its transience, infatuat-

20 Hawamil, 5-6. (Hereafter cited parenthetically in text)
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edly concerned with its present, or worriedly anticipating about its future, to the
extent that even if you scrutinized every person you would only find those who
are grieved by the world, or baffled by it, or intoxicated by it. And those who have
the most exalted minds are the ones who are most confused. And those who urge
abstinence from the world most severely are the ones who are most involved with
the world. And those who call most for hating it are the ones most afflicted by
their love for it.

So give us the reason for this and the cause. [b] And speaking of reason
(sabab) and cause (‘illa), what is a reason and what is a cause??* And what is the
link between the two, if there is one. Does one take the place of the other? If one
does substitute for the other, can this be the case in any time or place, or only in
certain places and certain times?

[c] And speaking of place (makan) and time (zaman), what is place and what
is time? And what is the reason for the confusion of one with the other? And what
is the relation of one to the other? Are al-waqt and al-zaman the same thing? And
what about al-dahr and al-hin? And if they are, then how is it possible for two
things to be one? And if it is permitted for two things to be one, then is it permitted
for one thing to be two? (24)

5. Volitional question (mas’ala ikhtiyariyya): Why are worldly things sought
through knowledge, even though knowledge forbids this? And why is knowledge
not sought through worldly things, though it commands this? (33)

6. Natural question (mas’ala tabi‘iyya): What is the reason for a person’s longing
for that which has passed from his life, such that he yearns like a she-camel
crying for her young, and he cries like a restless and anxious person, and his
thoughts linger on the recollection of what went before? And on this subject, the
poet cried out: “I did not cry from regret over time spent / Rather, I cried for it
when it waned.” Another said: “Many a day caused me to cry, but when / I came
to a different time, I cried for [those days].” And another said: “I hope for tomor-
row, and if it does not come, / I cry for the past that is gone.” This condition
afflicts one even if the past was [full of] difficulty and need, sorrow and pain. (37)

21 M. Arkoun translates sabab and ‘illa as “cause seconde” and “cause premiére”; see Arkoun,
Studia Islamica X1V, 78. In Islamic jurisprudence, the term ‘lla refers to the ratio legis, while the
sabab is the trigger of its effect, like the sighting of the new moon for the period of fasting.
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7. Natural question (mas’ala khilgiyya): Why is self-admiration associated with
the scholar (‘alim) when knowledge requires the opposite of this, namely humil-
ity and mildness, abasement of the self, and finding faults in its weaknesses? (40)

8. [a] What is the reason for sometimes being ashamed of something shameful,
and yet sometimes bragging about it? And, first of all, what is shame? For there
is something in its definition that draws near to desire, and facilitates the attain-
ment of truth.

[b] What is the sense of the Prophet’s saying: “Shame is a part of faith.” One
of the scholars said: “How is it possible for shame—which is something natural—
to be part of faith, which is volitional? [The verb] “to believe” will guide you here,
for in the previous case, one says that a man “was ashamed, became ashamed,”
so it belongs to the pattern of infi‘al, and is thus reflexive (or passive). Is shame
praiseworthy in all cases, or does it depend on certain conditions? (41)

9. Natural question (mas’ala tabi‘iyya): Why would a man claim to have knowl-
edge when he knows that he does not? What is it that propels him to do so, leading
him to pomposity, stupidity, and abuse? (43)

10. Natural question (mas’ala tabi‘iyya): What is the reason for a person’s happi-
ness upon hearing something that is said about him, which is true? And what is
the reason for a person’s joy upon hearing something good that is related about
him, even though it is not true? (44)

11. Volitional question (mas’ala ikhtiyariyya): Why did the act of praising
someone (thana’) in their presence come to be considered abominable, to the
point that everyone agrees upon its condemnation? And why did the act of prais-
ing someone in their absence come to be deemed good, such that it is highly
prized? Is it because praising someone in person resembles flattery and impos-
ture, whereas doing so in their absence resembles sincere devotion and tribute,
or is it for some other reason? (45)

12. Natural question (mas’ala tabi‘iyya): Why does a person want to know what
was said about him after he departs from a gathering, to the point where he even
yearns to hear what is eulogized about him after his death, and to know the truth
of what will happen and what will be said? And why does he not fake doing what
he would like to be remembered and extolled for? For, his desire [to be remem-
bered] is natural; if he wanted to distance himself from it, he wouldn’t be able to
do so, even though he may degrade its character and want to renounce it. (46)
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13. Volitional question (mas’ala ikhtiyariyya): Why is the young man, who acts
like an old man, carries himself with gravity and fortitude, has a preference for
seriousness, shudders from jesting, dislikes obscene language, looks straight
ahead when he walks, sits in a composed and gathered way, articulates his words
distinctly, and has a fixed gaze deemed foolish? (47)

14. Natural question (mas’ala khilgiyya): Why is the wicked person endowed
with reason, and why is recklessness characteristic of the generous person? Does
reason ever combine with generosity? And is recklessness ever associated with
wickedness? (50)

15. Natural and volitional question (mas’ala tabi‘iyya wa-ikhtiyariyya): Why is
man in need of learning knowledge? Why is he not in need of learning ignorance?
Is it because he is ignorant in his original state? What is the reason for that? And
in the digging up of its reason, does the proof for its correctness present itself? (52)

16. Natural question (mas’ala tabi‘iyya): [a] Why might someone who is an object
of amazement to others be similarly amazed by himself? For example, a poet
composes a rhyme, and the listener is amazed by him in accordance with the
beauty and originality of his style. Why, though, is the poet also amazed by it,
given that he is the source of amazement? We find this in both poetry and prose,
in responsa (jawab), in books (kitab), arithmetic (hisab), and craft (sana‘a).

And, speaking of amazement or wonder (ta‘ajjub), what exactly is it and what
does it indicate? People have said: “It was asked of one of the wise men: ‘What
is the most wondrous of all things?’ And he responded: ‘The heavens and the
stars.” Someone else said: ‘The most wondrous thing is fire.” Someone else said:
‘The most wondrous thing is the speaking tongue.” Someone else said: ‘The most
wondrous thing is the intelligent mind (al-‘aql al-lahiq).” Someone else said: ‘The
sun.” And Aristotle said: ‘The most wondrous thing is something whose cause
is unknown.” And someone else said: ‘The most wondrous thing is, rather, the
ignorance of a thing’s cause.””

So, based on what these people have said, everything is wondrous. And in
accordance with what that wise man said [i.e., Aristotle], everything whose cause
is unknown is wondrous, whether it be something paltry or priceless. Someone
else said: “The most wondrous thing is fortune (rizq), for its anchor is distant, and
its depth is profound. The intellect, despite its nobility, is baffled by fortune, and
the rational person, despite his exertion [to understand it], is as if drunk.”

Someone else said: “There is no such thing as wonder.” He was right. For
what are all these differences and disparities? When it comes to truth, there can
be no conflicts of opinion, just as there can be no harmony in falsehood. [b] And
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speaking of truth and falsehood, what is truth and what is falsehood? This ques-
tion fits well into this chapter.

[a] One of the Ancients said: “The most amazing thing of all is a person who
is abundantly endowed with gifts of intelligence, breeding, and knowledge, and
yet is unable to achieve his goal, and [conversely] the achievement of the weak
person.”

A Sufi (whom I have seen and debated and benefited from) said: “The most
wondrous of all things is distant yet undeniable, close yet unseeable, and that is
the One Truth.”

[b] And speaking of God Sublime, what does the knowledge of Him comprise,
given the difference in allusions (isharat) and unequivocal expressions (‘ibarat)
[referring to Him]? Is He a thing graspable by the intellect (yalsaqu bi-l-i‘tigad)?
Or is He a pure word by convention (mutlaq lafz bi-l-istilah)? Or is he a nonver-
bal allusion (ima’) to one of the divine attributes, despite our ignorance of the
Described? Or is he unrelated to anything in our knowledge?

For if He is described as having attributes, then He is also restricted through
the describer of these attributes. And if God has no attributes, then He is open
to [descriptions based on] ignorance, and non-being (al-ma‘diim) competes with
Him. (54)

17. Volitional question (mas’ala ikhtiyariyya): When familiarity [between two
parties] becomes strong and deeply rooted, and blandishment is fought off, and
[their] acquaintance lengthens, why does carrying favor diminish, and praise [of
one another] become distasteful? And for this reason it is said: “When brotherli-
ness grows old, praise diminishes.” The plain evidence of this is witnessed, and
the knowledge of it is at hand. (60)

18. Natural question (mas’ala tabi‘iyya): Why does the blind man come to find [a
replacement for] his loss of sight in something else? Like he who, being blind, is
tender of throat, sweet of voice, rich in knowledge, quick to memorize, sexually
potent, exceedingly happy, and worry free? (61)

19. Natural and volitional question (mas’ala tabi‘iyya wa-ikhtiyariyya): Why do
people say: “Nothing good comes from partnership”? For this is what we find as
plainly true, as we have not seen a property maintained, or an order fulfilled, or
a contract established by way of a partnership. So much so that God, may His
mention be exalted, said: “If there were any god in them but God, they would both
be in disorder” [Q 21:22]; and this meaning is the most lofty sign of God’s unity,
may His praise and the repudiation of whosoever may assail Him be sublime. (64)
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20. Volitional question (mas’ala ikhtiyariyya): Why do people seek out intermedi-
aries in all matters, despite what they say ... concerning the corruptness of part-
nership and partners? Indeed, the majority of matters and cases in Divine Law
and princely statutes are not completed and carried out but through a middleman
who mends and weaves, patches up and unknots, and embellishes and beauti-
fies. (67)

21. Natural question (mas’ala tabi‘iyya khilgiyya): Why does a man speak up for
the sake of someone else when it suits him, yet refrains from speech in consider-
ation of his own self-interest? What is the secret in this? (68)

22. Natural question (mas’ala tabi‘iyya khilgiyya): What is the reason for the fame
that unexpectedly comes to pass for some people after their death, though they
may live in obscurity yet [they] die famous, like Ma‘raf al-Karkhi? (69)

23. Natural question (mas’ala khilgiyya): Why does the sensible man of culture
and refinement envy his equal, despite his knowledge of the dishonor of envy and
the shamefulness of its name, and the agreement of the Ancients and Moderns
(al-awwalin wa-1-akhirin) upon its censure?

And if there is no liberation from this condition for its owner because it takes
possession of him, then what is the reason for its censure and the aversion from
it? And if it is not something that takes possession of him, but rather is something
that he creates in himself, beleaguering himself on account of it, then why does
he do this? Could such a person be in the rank of the perfect, or among the wise?
It was asked of Aristotle: “Why is the envious person the most anxious of all?” He
said: “Because he worries just as all people worry, but then he is alone in envying
what others gain in the way of well-being.” (70)

24, Natural question (mas’ala tabi‘iyya khilgiyya): What is the reason for fear of
death? And what about the acceptance of death? If the first idea [ma‘na) is more
common, then the second is more evident and clearer. Which of the two ideas
is more exalted: fear of death or accepting it? For indeed the discussion of this
matter is of great profit and ample benefit. (73)

25. Natural question (mas’ala tabi‘iyya): Why is nobility more common among
thin people and ignobility more common in fat people? (76)

26. Natural question (mas’ala tabi‘iyya): Why is the short person wicked, and the
tall person foolish? (77)
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27. Natural question (mas’ala khilgiyya): Why do some people, when asked about
their age, pretend to be younger than they truly are, while others pretend to be
older? (78)

28. Natural question (mas’ala tabi‘iyya): Why does a person come to like a certain
month or a certain day? Where does a person’s image of Friday come from, as
opposed to Thursday? It was said to al-Riidaki, who was born blind, “What is
color like for you?” And he said: “Like a camel.” (80)

29. On the definition of injustice (fi hadd al-zulm): What is the meaning of the
poet’s verse: “Injustice is a human trait / so if you find a virtuous person, it is for
the reason that he is not unjust”?* What is the definition of injustice in the first
place? For the theologians speak at great lengths about these subjects, but they
are not impartial, as though they were angry or quarreling.

I heard so-and-so say, while a vizier, “I take pleasure from injustice.” What
does this mean? And what is its source, I mean that of injustice? Is it from the
action of man or is it an effect of nature? (84)

30. Superstitious and linguistic question (mas’ala zajriyya wa-lughawiyya): [a]
Why is it that if a man wears all new clothes, it is said to him: “Take something
with you that is not similar to what you have on, so that it might serve as a protec-
tion.” Is similarity not desirable in all places?

[b] And while we are talking about similarity, what are similarity (mushakala),
and conformity, and resemblance, and likeness, and equality, and affinity? For if
these terms are elucidated, then so too will be terms such as contradiction, differ-
ence, incompatibility, and opposition. (87)

31. Natural question (mas’ala khilgiyya): Why does the enmity of relatives deepen
to the point where it is untreatable, because of an intensity of envy and an excess
of grudges, and this proceeds to the point where benefits cease because of it, and
lives are lost, resulting in departure and ruin? And is it a similar kind of enmity
[that one finds among one’s] neighbors and those from whom one seeks God’s
protection? (90)

22 In other words, injustice is the default state of the human being (al-zulm fi khulug al-nufiis)
so there must be a reason behind the virtue of a person who is not unjust (fa-in tajid / dha ‘iffa
fa-li-illa la yazlum).
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32. Natural question (mas’ala tabi‘iyya): Why does a person become angry when
a vice—of which he is guilty—is attributed to him? And what is the reason for his
anger when a vice—of which he is not guilty—is attributed to him? The truth in the
first case falls under the category of being loved and praised (min bab al-mahbiib
al-mahmud), and the falsehood in the second case falls under the category of
being censured and hated (min bab al-madhmum al-makrizh). (91)

33. Psychological question (mas’ala nafsaniyya): How is it that a person unex-
pectedly happens to be around when someone else is speaking about him? This
is a very well known phenomenon, even if it is not common or customary, for if
it were so, amazement would diminish and it would cease to be momentous ...

Similar to this is the act of turning around and seeing a person whom you were
not expecting. Also, sometimes your eye is drawn to someone who looks like some-
body else that you know, until you gaze at him and realize that it is not him. Then,
soon afterwards, you run into the person you know who looked like the stranger.

Are all of these cases just coincidences? And if they are, then what is coinci-
dence? And is coincidence (ittifaq) the same as concord/harmony (wifaq)? What
is concord? (92)

34. Natural and linguistic question (mas’ala tabi‘iyya lughawiyya): What are the
properties that distinguish the true meanings of words that circulate among the
people of reason and religion? These are nouns that concur in sense, are obscure
in origin (khafiyyat al-usul), and clear in meaning (jaliyyat al-ma‘ani). And they
are: faculty (quwwa), capacity (qudra), ability (istita‘a), power (taga), ... courage
(shaja‘a), bravery (najda), valor (butiila), succor (ma’iina), good fortune (tawfig),
grace (lutf), utility (maslaha), command (tamakkun), withdrawal of grace (khidhlan),
aid (nusra), sovereignty (wildya), rule (mulk), property (milk), livelihood (rizq), mis-
fortune (diila), good luck (jadd), and fortune (hazz).

I did not mention bakht (Persian: luck), for it is not an Arabic word, and its
meaning is made ambiguous amongst some of these things. (94)

35. What do people mean when they say: “This is from (min) God”; and “This is
by (bi) God”; and “This is for (il@) God”; and “This is upon (‘al@) God”; and “This
is God’s plan” (min tadbir Allah); and “This is according to (bi) God’s plan”; and
“This is by God’s will” (bi-iradat Allah); and “This is by God’s knowledge” (bi- ilm
Allah)? (108)

36. What is the intimacy that a person feels for a place where he has spent a lot
of time, and for a friend whom he has known for a long time? You see this in the
man who gets used to frequenting a certain public bathhouse, and even a partic-
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ular room within the bathhouse, or a certain mosque, or even a certain column
(sariyya) within the mosque.

I had heard a Sufi saying: “I had quartan fever for forty years, and then it
left me and I yearned for it. And I couldn’t determine the reason for this yearning
except for the fact that my very substance and soul was kneaded, folded, and
dyed by the familiarity [with the fever]. (110)

37. Medical question (mas’ala tibbiyya): Why is epilepsy (sar), as far as illnesses
go, difficult to heal? For indeed we see that the doctor despairs of treating it. It is
said that it is more difficult [to treat] among those who are advanced in age ... For
the boy who is “supple of trunk” and “moist of clay” and quick to heal, it is easier
to treat. (112)

38. What is the reason for the people’s love of a person who is content with little?
The people go so far as to prepare appetizing foods for him while incurring heavy
debts, and they bring them to him in round plates on their heads, and place them
in front of him. And the more that the ascetic increases his refusal, the more these
people increase their insistence, and if he dies they start praying at his tomb and
saying: “He fasted often and demanded little.”

And if they are shown someone who eats a lot, and gorges himself, they
loathe him and spurn him, hate him to be around, and despise his manners.

It’s for a good reason that people renounce most of the tombs of the kings and
caliphs, and they are drawn to the graves of poor people, and the ascetics. (114)

39. [a] Why are some people very fond of spending [money], despite their knowl-
edge of its negative consequences? Others are dead set upon their stinginess,
despite their knowledge of the bad things that are said about it. [b] And what is
the difference between fortune (rizq) and wealth (milk)? A shaykh from among
the philosophers said to me—after hearing me complaining—*“Son, you have little
wealth (milk) and great fortune (rizq); how many others have great wealth yet
little fortune? Praise be to God, exalted and sublime.” (115)

40. Natural question (mas’ala khilgiyya): Why are some people devoted to con-
cealing what comes to them [in the way of good fortune], and hiding what they
do, and they hate having anything pertaining to them examined by others? While
others display what they have... showing people what little or much they possess.
And what is the meaning of the Prophet’s saying, “Seek fulfillment (ista‘inii) in
your personal matters by concealing them, for indeed all things of benefit are
envied”? (116)
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41. Volitional question (mas’ala iradiyya): Why is a person’s praise of himself con-
sidered ugly, whereas his praise of someone else is considered good? And what
qualities does the praised person admire in the one who praises, and why? (117)

42. Volitional and natural and linguistic question (mas’ala iradiyya wa-khilgi-
yya wa-lughawiyya): [a] What is the reason for people’s censure of miserliness,
despite the prevalence of miserliness among them? And what is the reason for
their praise of generosity, despite the lack of this among them? [b] And are miser-
liness and generosity natural or acquired dispositions? [c] And are there differ-
ences between the words: miserly (bakhil), niggardly (la’tim), stingy (shahih),
tenacious (manii‘), despicable (nadhl), vile (watih), tightfisted (masik), avaricious
(ja‘d), and cheap (kazz)? (118)

43, Volitional and natural question (mas’ala iradiyya wa-khilgiyya): [a] And along
the same lines as people’s censure of miserliness and praise of generosity, what
is the reason for their deeming betrayal to be abominable, and their deeming
loyalty to be good, given the prevalence of betrayal and the lack of loyalty? (120)

44, A question on the origins of customs (mas’ala fi mabadi’ al-‘adat): What is the
origin of different customs of far-flung nations? For the word ‘a@da is derived from
[the verb] ‘ada /ya‘tdu (to return), and i‘tdda/ya‘tadu (to be habituated, become
accustomed to). So how did people adopt these customs in the first place, and
then proceed in accordance with them?? And what is the original motive that
determined the forms of dress of each nation, and the forms of adornment, and
expression, and movement, across impenetrable boundaries and impassable
regions? (121)

45, Natural question (mas’ala tabi‘iyya): Why doesn’t a person, after he becomes
old and senile, go back to being a middle-aged man, and then a naive youth, then
ayoung boy, then an infant as he was born. And what does this ordering indicate,
and what does this natural law (hukm) indicate? (122)

46. Volitional question (mas’ala iradiyya): What does a person experience when
likening (tashbih) one thing to another, such that the meaning comes to his mind
and he regularly mentions it in his poetry and prose? And why, if the likening is

23 The text says fa-kayfa fazi‘a al-nas ila awa’iliha, but the verb must be naza‘a, as it is in
Miskawayh'’s response (121-22).
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not real (wdgi‘an) and its meaning is not skillful, does this cause repulsion and
prevent its appreciation? (124)

47. A question about the dream (mas’ala fi al-ru’ya): What is the reason for the
truth of some dreams and the falsity of others? And why are not all dreams correct
or all false? And what does this fluctuation between two poles suggest? Perhaps
there is in this a secret that might be exposed through experimentation. (125)

48. [a] What is the dream? Its importance has become enormous [because] it is
a part of prophecy. And what is it that dreams that which is dreamt: the soul, or
nature, or the human being? I disdain to advance into an inquiry on the soul, and
on the determination of its subject, and what the Ancients and the Moderns said
about it.

[b] If this is a miracle, and outside of human ability (tdga), then what would
you think about the inquiry into reason, for its horizon is higher, and its world is
loftier, and its signs (athar) are finer, its measure is more integrated, and its proof
farther in scope, its rays stronger in power, and its heart is clearer? (126)

49, Volitional and natural question (mas’ala iradiyya wa-khilgiyya): [a] What is the
reason for the feeling of mutual cordiality between two people who bear no phys-
ical resemblance to each other, nor a resemblance in personal nature, nor any
neighborly relationships? Like for example a man from Farghana and one from
Tahart,* one being tall and erect, the other short and ugly; one being slender
and svelte, the other obese and boorish; one hirsute and the other thin haired;
one is less expressive than Baqil and the other more eloquent than Sahban Wa’il;
one is more generous than clouds flowing with rain after the lightning flash, and
the other is stingier than a dog over a meatless bone; and between them are dif-
ferences and divergences that amaze one who looks at them and examines their
conditions. [b] And speaking of difference and divergence, what are they? And
what are familiarity and harmony?

[a] Yes, and then you see the two men commingling with give and take, sin-
cerity and loyalty, agreement and friendship, in poverty and plenty, without a
common creed nor an embracing doctrine, nor a common state, not a similar
nature. And this mutual cordiality is not limited to male-male relations to the
exclusion of male-female or female-female relationships.

And if we pause for a moment [we might note that this line of discussion can]
proceed down different paths: for example, the idea that mutual cordiality can be

24 Farghana is a town in Transoxania; Tahart is in present-day Algeria.
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extended or curtailed, and when it is extended it can reach the end of time, and
when it is curtailed, it might not last a month or even less.

And among the stranger things that emanate from it are enmity and rancor
and envy and hatred, to the point where it is as though that mutual acceptance is
identical with mutual incompatibility, until it leads to disastrous results, and the
most peculiar calamities, when both old and new possessions are exhausted, and
it comes to the expected conclusion. And then enmity runs among the children as
though it was part of the inheritance, and perhaps it increases beyond what the
parents felt.

This is a difficult subject and here is an opportunity and a place for wonder-
ing about it, for the causes of it are hidden. (129)

50. What is knowledge (‘ilm)? And what is its definition and nature? For I have
seen its masters carping at each other about it, and one person said of it: “It is
the knowledge (ma ‘rifat) of something on the basis of what it consists of (‘ala ma
huwa bihi).” And some others said: “It is the belief (i‘tigad) of something on the
basis of what it consists of.” And others said: “It is the establishment (ithbat) of
something on the basis of what it consists of.”

And it was said to the person responsible for the first definition: “If knowl-
edge (ilm) is the knowledge (ma ‘rifat) of something on the basis of what it con-
sists of, then the definition of ‘ilm would be: ‘the ‘ilm of something on the basis
of what it consists of.” Thus, the need to define ma rifat is the same as the need to
define ilm.” And this is a negligent and ambiguous response.

And it was said to the person responsible for the second definition: “If ‘ilm
is the belief of something on the basis of what it consists of, it is clear that the
creation of something precedes the belief of what it consists of. Then comes the
belief, and the opinion precedes the creation of the thing. For, what it consists of
is the object of examination, and the standard was placed for its sake, and the
expression was made necessary ...”

And it was said to the person responsible for this response: if ilm were the
belief of something on the basis of what it consists of, then God would possess
an opinion (mu‘taqid) about what something consists of, because he is knowing
(‘alim). (134)

51. Why is it that when a person sees a beautiful image or hears a pleasant melody,
he says: “By God, I’ve never seen anything like this, or I've never heard anything
like this,” and he knows that he has in fact heard or seen something more beauti-
ful or melodious than that? (139)
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52. What is the reason for the appreciation of a beautiful form? And what is this
clear desire and vision, and this passion present in the heart, and this ardent love
enslaving the soul, and this thought that chases away sleep, and these fantasies
that are visible to a human being?

Are all these natural qualities (athar)? Or are they among the accidental qual-
ities (‘awarid) of the self? Or are they among the circumstances of reason? Or are
they among the parts of the soul? Or are they devoid of causes, and guided rather
by nonsensical babble?

And is it possible that such powerful conditions can be found from a joking
or frivolous perspective? (140)

53. When you consult the advice of a judicious, skilled, reasonable, distinguished
person, why does he respond with wondrous things and calamities, splitting
hairs, even claiming that rain is something dreadful? And if he is alone in his
opinion and defends it, and if all of his benefits are scrutinized and criticized,
why does he become like a mirage in a lowland, neither sweetened nor embit-
tered, until he is dishonored by those who used to praise his smartness and sub-
tlety, and point to the correctness of his opinion?

What was it that brought him down?
And what was it that impaired him?
And what was it that branded him in such a way, and led him to this outcome? (144)

54. Why does a person become disgusted by a jaw-dropping wound, to the point
that he even avoids looking at it and approaching it, and he drives away the
thought of it from himself, and he distracts himself by doing something else? And
the more he averts himself from it, the more he is captivated by it ...

Also: Given that the healer treats the wound visually with his eye, and tac-
tilely with his hand, and through speech with his tongue, do you see this as [the
product] of nothing other than his zeal and his practice, and the length of his
pursuit [of this occupation], and his observation? Or is it due to his profit, and his
need, and his dependents, and his livelihood?

If it is due to his zeal and his practice, what is his knowledge with regard to
the basis of this zeal and practice? And if it is due to his profession, then how did
he stubbornly resist his innate nature, and fight his own instincts? And is it right
for a human being to become accustomed to what is not natural to him, and to
persist in it, such that he becomes like one who was born thus and granted long
life in that condition? (145)
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55. [a] What is the reason for the love of this transitory world? Do you not see that
God the Sublime says: “Nay, (yve men!) But ye love the fleeting life,” and the poet
says: “The self is mad with love of the ephemeral.” And for the sake of this idea,
discord raged, and circumstances were transformed, and intellects became con-
fused, and the Prophets were needed, and statecraft, and instruments of repres-
sion, and religious exhortations. So if the love of the transitory world is innate,
and ingrained in one’s nature, and wrought in one’s makeup, then how is its
repudiation and the separation from it possible?

[b] And how does the moral obligation of something contrary to one’s nature
come about? Is not the law something that corroborates nature? Is not religion
the support of politics? Is not godliness the affair of reason? Is not death the
opposite of life? What is said about this side [of the issue]? And how does blame
attach itself to one who loves what he was made to love, and whose ambition was
restricted, just as he was created a man or a woman, or tall or short, or blind or
seeing, boorish or clever? For if blame adheres to one thing, it must adhere to its
partner as well, and if it is required in one, then it is required in the other.

And this idea steals into the realm of predestination and free will. (147)

56. Do you know what the reason is for a person’s killing himself because of a
failure he constantly faces, and something that he lacks, and a state that his
strength and ability cannot achieve, and a door that is closed to his wish and
request, and a passion that he is unable to bear, and grows weary of treating?

What is it that he hopes will happen [after committing suicide]? In what
direction is he moving through his intention and purpose? And what is it that
rises up in front of him, and wears down his sound judgment, and makes him
forget common sense, a beloved self, and a noble life?

And what is it that finally saves him from his delusional longing for nonex-
istence, and wrests him from the grip of his ardor, and allows him to turn away
from his misfortunes? (180)

57. 1 asked one of our shaykhs in Baghdad about a man who passed under a
bridge, and was surrounded by police who then took him towards the prison. He
saw a shining razor by the side of a barbershop. Quick as lightning he snatched
the razor and ran it across his throat. When he grew weak, he separated from his
spirit and left the living. So I say: Who killed this man? For if we say, “He killed
himself,” then is the killer the one killed, or not? And if one is not the other, then
how are they connected despite this disengagement? And if the one is the same
as the other, then how do we separate them despite this connectedness? I've fol-
lowed the previous question with this one because they are on related subjects.
(152)
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58. How can he who is an inveterate hypocrite be sincere at times? And how is it
that the disreputable person is sometimes trustworthy, the listless person some-
times is vigilant, and the corrupt person gives good advice? And how is it, also,
that a person who grows up sincere and loyal begins to dissemble and be hypo-
critical? And what about one who is accustomed to righteousness, yet becomes
suspicious? And along these lines, how is it that someone who remains loyal for
sixty years would become a traitor, and someone who spends sixty years as a
traitor would then abstain from it? What are these different anomalous condi-
tions, and these unusual practices?

In the same way, we find that the liar tells the truth sometimes for a non-
selfish reason, and the honest man lies for an unclear reason, for it is not agreed
that the first one told the truth for some advantage, and the other lied for some
incentive. (154)

59. What is the meaning of one of the scholars’ saying: “Indeed, God Most High
blessed all of Creation with His grace, but not His favor (‘amma al-khalq bi-1-sun‘
wa-lam ya‘ummahum bi-l-istina‘)”? What is the basis of this idea? And how is it
to be understood?

Did God leave out something that contains within it [mankind’s] salvation,
not granting it openly without it being sought? How could this be, given that He
began by blessing [mankind] before it was worthy of His blessing, and that He
created mankind without any need for it? (156)

60. What is the reason for the noble soul’s preference for cleanliness, and its love
for and pursuit of purity? And along these lines, then what is the beneficial aspect
of the Prophet’s saying: “Slovenliness is a part of faith.” And one of the ascetics
said: “Austerity is part of nobility, and luxury is immoderate.”

I heard a Sufi say: “The secret of the Sufi is that when he is pure, he doesn’t
suffer hardship.” The general sense of this requires specification, but he said it
and then was silent.

I heard a philosopher say: “If the heart is pure, then evil is banished.” While
being an elegant saying, the meaning of it is hidden, and the explanation of it is
indolent. (158)

61. What is better: singing or playing music? And who is nobler: the singer or the
player? (162)

62. What is the reason for one person’s mastery of diverse sciences, due to the
compliance of his mind, the submission of his passions, and the agreement of
his nature? Whereas another person cannot master a craft despite the efforts of
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his heart, sleepless nights spent working, attending classes and long studies?
And imagine that the former is a poor person, and the latter is rich. Someone
said: “These are talents.” And others said: “These are destinies.” And some said:
“These are different natures, and conflicting dispositions... And others said:
“Rather, they are lofty influences, and bad breeding, and celestial connections.”
And someone else said: God knows best as regards His creation and deed and it is
not for us to do anything but to look on and speculate. (164)

63. What is physiognomy? And what is sought through it? And is it a sound
science, or is it true only at certain times, or with certain people? (166)

64. What is the meaning of the saying: “Man is desirous of what is forbidden”?
And why is this the case? And how is it that boredom quickly sets in with that
which is granted, and greed is doubled by the demand for what is withheld? Why
is there not greed for that which is granted and abstinence from that which is
forbidden? Along these lines, why is the cheap undesirable, while the expensive
is desirable? Similarly, when the amir rides out, he does not make the impression
as the caliph does when he appears in public. (172)

65. What is the reason for man’s looking into outcomes? What is his motive for
this and what are his effects on it? And what does he find good about penetrating
deeply? And what is it that he is scared of, if he inclines towards mildness? What
is the meaning of the Ancients’ saying: “The anxious one is hated and the friendly
one is protected”? (175)

66. How is a person affected by his friend in positive and negative ways? And why
does a scoundrel have a speedier influence on a good person than vice versa? And
what is the benefit, to the soul, in comparison? (176)

67. What is the reason that people ridicule someone who pompously lengthens
his robes’ hems and enlarges his turban, and stuffs his collar with cotton, and
exposes his pocket [i.e., by hinting continuously at its contents], and walks with
a haughty gait, and speaks boastfully? Why are he and his ilk loathed, and what
is it that makes him and his like abominable? Why isn’t each person left to their
own opinions and choices and desires and preferences? Have the distinguished
and excellent scholars and learned ones agreed upon the hatred of such things
for some hidden secret reason? If so, what is this secret hidden thing? (178)

68. [a] What is the soul’s request in this world? And does it have a request, and
an object of desire? For if it is associated with these ideas, it departs from being
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lofty of station, great of value, because this is the sign of need and the basis of
weakness. And were it not that the scope would become [too] wide, then I would
ask: “What is its relation to the human being?”

[b] Is the human being the foundation of the soul, or vice versa? In what way
is this so? And, more broadly speaking, there is the issue of the human being, for
indeed the subject of the human being is difficult and intricate for the human
being. [Here, Miskawayh interjects: “And then you related some stories that have
no use to the question, so let us get to work on the answer.”] (179)

69. You've quoted a number of stories between a questioner and an answerer, and
did not move to a matter that we should research. For the question belongs to the
subject of names and attributes, and we spoke penetratingly about this in what
has come before, and there is no reason to repeat it, and so it is necessary for you
to go back to what was said and seek it out so as to find it complete, with God’s
assistance.”

70. [a] What is the cause of a perception of fear when there is nothing fear inspir-
ing around?

[b] And what is the reason for the endurance of the fearful and stricken one,
not wanting others to be apprised of his weak nature, his lack of strength, and
his deep anguish, and this in addition to the feebleness of his limbs ... and the
beating of his heart, and the emergence of certain signs which—even if he wanted
to conceal them—would appear in his facial expressions, and the glances of his
eyes, and his tongue’s utterances, and his disturbed body language? (182)

71. Why does a person become angry and annoyed when, for example, he goes to
open a lock and finds it stuck, and flies into a rage and bites the lock and curses?
For this is widespread among people. (183)

72. Why does one who has a small head have a weak brain? And yet, not everyone
with a big head is sound of judgment. (184)

73. Why do people believe that a sparsely bearded man is evil and sly, just like the
short man? Yet they do not reckon that intelligence and judiciousness are found
in a man with a long beard, or thick hair, or towering stature, or a beautiful coun-

25 Here, Miskawayh disregards a question apparently asked by al-Tawhidi that rehearsed mate-
rial covered earlier in the book.
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tenance. And why do some people see a sparse beard as [a sign] of happiness?
(185)

74. Why is death easy for the tormented man, despite his knowledge that there is
no life in nonexistence, and that suffering—even if severe—is a part of the noble
life?

And, moreover, he knows that the existent is more honorable than the non-
existent; indeed there is no dignity in the nonexistent, so what is it that makes
nonexistence easy for him to bear? And what is the thing planted in his heart? Is
this choice rational or [the product of] a corruption in his constitution? (186)

75. Why does a man criticize that which he cannot obtain, and disparage that
which he does not possess? And in the same way, people act hostilely toward
what they are ignorant of, to the extent that this has become one of the unique
maxims: “People act hostilely toward that which they don’t understand,” as it is
said. So why do they do this?

Why do they not, rather, love that which they do not understand, and seek it
out, and study it, until the enmity ceases ...? (187)

76. [a] Why is a person able to create a bunch of enemies very quickly, but if he
seeks to make one friend with the goodwill of an intimate, he is only able to do so
over a long period, and with effort and submission and hardship?

[b] The same goes for every good state of affairs that is hoped for, and every
form of order that is sought. Do you not see that tearing is easier than stitching,
and destroying is easier than building, and killing is easier than raising and enliv-
ening? (189)

77. What is it that drives the atheist (zindiq) and the freethinker/materialist (dahri)
toward the good, and toward a preference for the beautiful, and the pursuit of
honesty, and acting persistently in righteousness, and pity for the suffering, and
assistance for [those who are] crying out [for aid], and the help of one seeking
refuge with him, and the plaintiff who stands before him? He does this without
hoping for recompense, nor waiting for anything in return, nor does he fear any
accounting or reckoning.

Do you consider the incentive for these noble manners and praiseworthy
traits to be his desire for thanks, or his self-acquittal from suspicion, or his fear of
the sword? [If] he does these things at times when people do not think that he is
on guard or soliciting thanks, why then does he do them if not for some hidden
reason in his soul and some secret in his mind? Does something in this matter
point to the oneness of God, most Blessed and Sublime? (190)
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78. What is it that arises in someone’s character that makes him a laughing-
stock? I mean, he is laughed at and ridiculed and struck on the back of the neck
[in insulting jest], and he is long suffering and content with all of this. Perhaps he
is in need of someone’s grace, or perhaps he made little someone’s grace.

So how does he accept this miserable condition so easily? And he may even
be from a family of distinct nobility and exalted station.

Similarly, another man becomes effeminate, a singer, frivolous, and all the
rest of what is related about one who grows up in a condemnable fashion, yet he
is from good family stock. (192)

79. What is the reason for man’s love of leading others? And from where did he
inherit this nature, and what is it that it allured him with? And why does one go
too far in seeking it out, until he meets the spearheads in his throat, and confronts
the blades in his breast, and abandons for its sake [the comfort of] the pillow, and
bids farewell to sleep in its cause, and traverses wastelands and inhabited places?

Is this the same type of person who becomes annoyed at the formulation of
an honorific address when he is sent a letter or writes one? What do you make
of all this? For people have withheld their opinion on this subject, and differed
considerably. (193)

80. Why do people honor someone who had a father or grandfather who was
famous and well regarded because of his glorious deeds, his courage and his
statecraft, to the exclusion of (diina) someone who has a son similarly [distin-
guished]? I mean, how does honor flow from the older to the younger and not
vice versa? (194)

81. And, if a man’s father is associated with the traits we have previously men-
tioned, and other qualities of piety and godliness, why then must his son, and
indeed his son’s son, strut about and pompously drag their cloaks, and disdain
people, and consider themselves to have been granted the right to rule, and they
believe that your service to them is an obligation, and your confidence in them
is devoted. What is this discord and plague and what is its source? And has this
existed throughout time and in all civilizations? (197)

88. Speak to me about the queen of all questions, the answer to which is the
prince of all answers ... and it is [about] the deprivation of the meritorious person
and the achievement of the deficient person (hirman al-fadil wa-idrak al-nagqis)...
When Abi Isa al-Warrdaq saw a servant emerging from the abode of the caliph,
leading some horses and with a coterie around him, [Abt ‘Isa] raised his head to
the sky and said: “I declare Your Unity in all languages and tongues, I proselytize
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for You with arguments and proofs, I aid Your religion with every testimony and
clear proof, as I walk along like this, naked, hungry, and thirsty, while the likes of
this black is at home in silks and brocade, servants and attendants, followers and
hangers-on. It was said that this person [whom Abu ‘Isa was talking about] was
Ibn al-Rawandi, but whoever it may have been, the matter in question is clear,
and its chain of transmission is sound, and investigating it is required. (212)*

101. One sometimes sees a person laughing over some curious thing he sees or
hears or has occurred to him. Then someone looks at him from a distance and
laughs because of his laughter, without knowing what [the observed] was laugh-
ing about. And the laughter of the observer might be even greater than the laugh-
ter of the first person. So, what is it that travels from the amused laugher to the
second? (247)

110. Why does a noble and spacious house quickly become dilapidated when no
one lives in it, while that is not the case if it is inhabited and visited? Perhaps you
think it’s because people repair what needs to be repaired, and they mend what
has crumbled, and they take care of it through cleaning and sweeping, but know
that this is not the case. For, you know that people impact a house by walking
[in it] and leaning [against it] and all kinds of other activities, which, even if they
don’t weaken the house (because of their repair and upkeep) offset and balance
[the repair]. So the question is still open. (260)

119. The caliph al-Ma’'miin said: “My condition amazes me: I control the hori-
zons of the world, but I am weak at chess.” This is something widespread among
people. What is the reason? (272)

126. Why is verbal eloquence more difficult to achieve than written eloquence?
Aren’t the tongue and pen just two tools, and isn’t their source [of eloquence]
the same? Why is it that out of every ten people who write proficiently and elo-
quently, three are not capable of speaking proficiently and eloquently? The praise
of those who speak well over those who write well is an indication to you of the
rarity of the eloquent tongue. (285)

26 Abu al-Husayn Ahmad b. Yahya b. Ishaq, known as Ibn al-Rawandi (d. mid-4%/10% c.) was a
famous heretic and a pupil of Abu ‘Isa al-Warraq (d. late 3/9™ c.), who is similarly associated
with heterodox and heretical opinions.
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135. Why are some things found to be perfect only when they are fresh and young,
and only considered valuable in this state? Meanwhile, other things are only
prized if they are very old, having seen much time pass over them. Why isn’t it
just one way? (197)

159. Why are the gates of inquiry into everything in existence the following four
[expressions]: “Is there” (hal), “what” (ma), “which” (ayy), and “why” (li-ma)?
(341)

163. When is the soul connected with the body, and when is it present within it? Is
it at the stage of the embryo or after that? (350)

168. Why is seawater salty? (359)
171. Why doesn’t it snow in the summer, the way it might rain? (361)
172. What is the proof for the existence of angels? (363)

174. Why is the sound of thunder slower [to arrive] and more distant to our ears
than the vision of lightning to our eyes? (365)

175. If a person espoused one rite (madhhab) and then disavowed it because of a
fault that he found in it, would you not deny that he would leave the second rite
the same way he left the first and continue in this fashion through all the rites
until not a single one would be suitable for him, and no truth would be made
clear to him? (367)
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Lynda Clarke
Agl (Reason) in Modern Shiite Thought:

The Example of Muhammad Jawad
Maghniyya (1904-79)

This essay is intended as a contribution to the study of Twelver Shiite approaches
to modernism, the roots of which, as Simon Fuchs remarks in his study of the Iraqi
clerical intellectual Muhammad ibn Mahdi al-Khalisi (1890-1963), are “scarcely
studied.” Like Fuchs, I mean to “take seriously the role of ideas” in modern Shiite
thought while looking beyond the usual political controversies and borders of
Iran.! I focus on modern ideas about ‘agl or reason, an important concept (with
various meanings) in Shiism since its early days. There is a tendency in Shiite
thought, apparently growing, to regard Shiism as the “religion of reason” and
build on that perception in dealing with modernity. Many Shiite thinkers now
use this approach: the seminarian Ahmad Qabel (1954-2012), the philosopher
Mostafa Malekian (b. 1956), and the clerical activist Mohsen Kadivar (b. 1959) are
three among others in recent generations. One can see a more modest tendency
to valorize ‘agl also in some earlier figures, for instance Ayatollah Mutahhari (d.
1979) in his writings on theology and legal reasoning. It might even be that this
idea about reason has been received by Shiites in general, as I sometimes hear
remarks to the effect that Shiism is the more rational or reasonable school of
Islam. This interesting possibility would have to be investigated through field-
work.

The Lebanese clerical scholar Muhammad Jawad Maghniyya is a relatively
early figure who speaks explicitly about ‘agl and in fact makes it a centerpiece of
his reformist thought. When the history of ideas about reason in modern Shiism
is pieced together, Maghniyya may turn out to have been a pioneer in taking the
rationalism that is characteristic of traditional Twelver Usaili Shiism in novel
directions. Maghniyya’s modernized ‘aql involves a particular understanding of
science and society and the application of that understanding to worldly prob-
lems. I will call this type of reason “rationality.” Rationality is a species of practi-
cal reason with the characteristic elements of moral reflection and action, but it
is distinctively modern in its emphasis on social progress.

1 Simon Wolfgang Fuchs, “Failing transnationally: local intersections of science, medicine, and
sectarianism in modernist Shi‘ writings,” Modern Asian Studies 48, no. 2 (2014): 434.
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The first part of the essay recounts Maghniyya’s life experience and its effect
on his thinking. The story is one of a profoundly personal response to contempo-
rary local and global issues. In the second part, I show how Maghniyya makes
Shiite rationalism into rationality by shifting traditional ideas about epistemol-
ogy, justice, and messianism. In the last section, I use Maghniyya’s work as a
vantage point from which to comment on the career of reason and rationality
in Twelver Shiism overall. While admitting the differences between successive
phases, I emphasize continuity regarding ‘agl between ancient, prerational
Shiism, rationalist Usiilism, and Maghniyya’s rationality, which seems in turn
to prefigure the more radical formulations of the late-twentieth and twenty-first
centuries.

l. Life and Mission

Maghniyya’s approach to religion, including the focus on reason, was determined
by commitments formed as a result of his life experience. The relation between
his ideas and experience is detailed not only in his autobiography, but also his
writings in general, which are often self-reflective. Born to a scholarly family in
the Shiite-populated region of southern Lebanon known as Jabal ‘Amil, Maghni-
yya was thrown into terrible poverty at the age of ten by the death of his father. He
continued to suffer penury through a decade of study in the great seminary town
of Najaf in Iraq and then years as a village cleric after his return to Jabal ‘Amil in
1936, following which he managed to rise in the Shiite courts? while also gaining
a reputation as a prolific writer. Maghniyya’s account of his personal trials is
affecting. He remembers, for instance, how as a child he would crouch at night
in his deceased father’s house without a cover or even proper clothing trying to
keep warm in the harsh mountain winter.? These memories, however, take second
place even in the autobiography to concern for the thoroughly miserable condi-
tion of the Lebanese Shiites whose lot he had shared. His first published book,
which appeared in 1947, was a manifesto titled The Current Situation in Jabal ‘Amil
through which he aimed, as he says, to depict “the grim life of the peasants, filled

2 Laws of personal status were and still are adjudicated in Lebanon through religious courts
organized according to the various confessional groups.

3 Maghniyya, Tajarib Muhammad Jawad Maghniyya, ed. ‘Abd al-Husayn Maghniyya and Riyad
al-Dabbagh (Qum: Anwar al-Huda, 1425/2004-5), 35.
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with ignorance, labor from dawn to dusk and utter neglect” in order to “demand
justice for them from the wicked politicians and ruling clique.”*

The word Maghniyya uses here for politician is za‘im; the Lebanese za‘ims
were notables from the various confessional groups who held political power
through a corrupt system of clientelism, in the Shiite case largely supported
or tolerated by the clerics.” Maghniyya’s experience as an orphan in the South
and then, before he made his way to Najaf, as a common labourer in Beirut set
him hard against established orders. One of the reasons he took pride in Najaf
was that it had not, like the Sunni and, in his view, most Western institutions
of learning, allowed itself to be used in politics.®* Maghniyya was critical, on the
other hand, of both Najaf and the other great Shiite seminary of Qum in Iran for
failing to address matters such as the Algerian Revolution, racial segregation in
America, and nuclear weapons. Christian priests in South America who fought
against “oppression and exploitation” set a better example, in his view.”

Maghniyya’s oppositional stance caused him trouble throughout his life.
His dismissal from the Justice Ministry in 1956 might have been occasioned by
his speaking against Lebanese participation in the pro-Western Baghdad Pact,
writing a newspaper editorial against capitalism and “feudalism” (igta‘, a clear
reference to the za‘tm system), or his refusal to cooperate with a leading Shiite
parliamentarian.® Some think that he might have succeeded to the religious lead-
ership of the Shiite community instead of Miisa al-Sadr if his way had not been
blocked by his enemies the politicians; his many disputes with other clerics less

4 Tajarib, 97. The book was not well received by some of the ulema, who felt that Maghniyya
had gone beyond the proper role of a cleric. See ‘Ali al-Mahraqi, Muhammad Jawad Maghniyya:
Ma‘arikuhu wa-Musdjalatuhu al-‘Ilmiyya (Beirut: Dar al-Mahajja al-Bayda’, 1432/2011), 55-56.

5 Sabrina Mervin finds that though the two groups in the later nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries were “closely knit,” there were instances in which the clerics stood up to the za‘ims on
behalf of the villagers. Maghniyya’s objections thus to some extent continue a honorable tradi-
tion. Un réformisme chiite: Ulémas et lettrés du Gabal ‘Amil [actuel Liban-Sud] de la fin de ’Empire
ottoman a l'indépendance du Liban (Paris: Karthala; Beyrouth: CERMOC; Damas: IFEAD, 2000),
49-53.

6 Tajarib, 65.

7 Tajarib, 65-66.

8 See Karl-Heinrich G6bel, Moderne Schiitische Politik und Staatsidee nach Taufiq al-Fukaiki,
Muhammad Gawad Mugniya, Rihallah Humaini (Khomeyni) (Opladen: Leske und Budrich,
1984), 81-83.

9 Chibli Mallat, Aspects of Shi’i thought from the south of Lebanon: Al-’Irfan, Muhammad Jawad
Mughniyya, Muhammad Mahdi Shamseddin, Muhammad Husain Fadlallah (Oxford: Centre for
Lebanese Studies, 1988), 6-7; G6bel, Moderne Schiitische Politik, 86 (citing the author’s interview
with Maghniyya’s son ‘Abd al-Husayn). Misa al-Sadr, a scion of the scholarly al-Sadr family,
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reform-minded and militant than himself cannot have helped.'® “The first influ-
ence on my life,” he wrote after his retirement to the life of a scholar, “was the
injustice that surrounded me on all sides ... and that is the secret of my preoccu-
pation with the position of Islam on oppression and oppressors.”*

Maghniyya’s primary commitment, as can be gathered from the short account
above, was to social justice and Islam as the instrument of that justice. He also
believed that teaching the people about true Islam was an essential duty of the
clerics, which they had seriously neglected. The first step in fulfilling this duty
would be to demonstrate religion through action. Maghniyya had experienced
the indifference of the Jabal ‘Amil peasants toward religion and his own person as
a man of religious learning and concluded that the only way Islam could become
“close to the minds (‘uqil, plural of ‘agl) and hearts” of the people was if the
clerics proved through their own sincere deeds that Islam “conformed to the cri-
teria of rationality” by being aimed at the betterment of society.’* The “practical
lesson, never heard from any teacher or learned in any book” the peasants taught
him was that cleverness and learning amount to nothing

unless one shoulders responsibility toward those who have been deprived of their rights ...
and that the people (al-sha‘b, a leftist usage) respect a learned man who is also brave, reso-
lute, fights and makes sacrifices; and that the people appreciate only a cleric who supports
and struggles for their just causes—and is this not, after all, the message of religion and
Islam? And I also learned that the true criteria [for learning and knowledge] are to be taken
from the marrow of life.’®

came to Lebanon from Iran in 1960 and became the leading religious figure in the Shiite commu-
nity until his mysterious disappearance in Libya in 1978.

10 To give just three examples: While still in Najaf, Maghniyya sided with the Grand Mujtahid
Mubhsin al-Amin in his characterization of bloody self-flagellation during the Muharram rituals
as “reprehensible innovation” (bid‘a). Al-Amin’s “bitterest” opponent was ‘Abd al-Husayn Sharaf
al-Din, who led the Lebanese Shiites before Miisa al-Sadr (Gobel, Moderne Schiitische Politik,
83-85, and Mervin, Réformisme chiite, 250 ff.). In 1950, Maghniyya wrote a piece for the magazine
‘Irfan reproaching a group of clerics who had complained that their return from Najaf had not
been written about for being far from the people and the realities of their lives. The controversy
went on for years (see al-Mahraqi, Ma‘arik, 63ff). The 1970s find Maghniyya blaming Shiite clerics
for letting their own interests get in the way of finding a solution to the plight of villagers in the
South faced with the Palestinian presence and Israeli incursions (Tajarib, 509).

11 Al-Islam ma‘a al-Hayat. Dirasa fi Daw’ al-Aql wa-al-Tatawwur [Islam with life: a study in light
of reason and development] (Beirut: Dar al-‘Ilm lil-Malayin, 1979), 273.

12 Al-Islam ma‘a al-Hayat, 271.

13 Tajarib, 89.
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As Maghniyya came into contact with the more sophisticated folk of Beirut,
he saw that they also lacked a firm understanding of Islam, and he feared that
the youth (shabab) in particular would drift away from it. He concluded that
they needed to be convinced through rational argument. The basis for this idea
was already present in Shiite theology, according to which belief in God is made
obligatory not, logically, by revelation (since accepting it would already require
belief), but by reason; as Maghniyya puts it, “It is ‘agl that obliges human beings
to know their Creator, while statements in the revelation such as ‘Know that there
is no god but He’ explain and confirm reason’s judgment.”** Building on this pos-
tulate, Maghniyya set out to present “logical” arguments for religion drawing on
science and philosophy and designed to appeal to the modern mind.

Rational argument, however, would attract the audience Maghniyya wanted
to reach only if it could be easily understood. Thus he decided very deliberately to
produce a popular literature presenting, as he says, “new thought in a new style,”
as well as the Islamic heritage unburdened of “obscurity, unnecessary compli-
cations and specialized terminology.”** Clarity, he believed, was “owed by the
writer to his reader” (2:312); in a charming passage that opens his Between God
and Humanity, he imagines a personal relationship with his own readers:

I write and you read; and thus each of us influences and is influenced by the other. Because
of your openness to and trust in what I write, you create in me the consciousness that I
am responsible toward you ... And you are influenced by me because I am able, by God’s
grace, to make you want to read by expressing myself simply and striving to speak the truth.
(2:371)*¢

Maghniyya’s popularizing style should be appreciated in light of this mission. It
apparently exposed him to criticism from his peers, as he occasionally defends
his habit of writing very profusely—over sixty titles by the end of his life—repeat-
ing material and publishing and republishing short tracts.” Although his work
has received appreciation in recent years,'® some of his negative reputation as a

14 Al-Shi‘a fi al-Mizan (Beirut: Dar al-Shuriiq, n.d.), 76 (from al-Shi‘a wa-al-Tashayyu‘; the vol-
ume also contains Maghniyya’s Ma‘a al-Shi‘a al-Imamiyya and al-Ithna ‘Ashariyya).

15 Muhammad Jawad al-Maghniyya, Agliyyat Islamiyya, ed. Sami al-Ghariri (N.p.: Mu’assasa-i
Dar al-Kitab al-Islami, 1427/2006), 1:337, 287 (hereafter cited in text). Maghniyya is speaking here
particularly of literature treating the sayings of the Imams.

16 Maghniyya expressed the same sentiment much later in his life, in his Falsafat Islamiyya
(Beirut: Dar al-Ta‘aruf, 1398/1978), 7-9.

17 For example, Aqliyyat, 1:338-39.

18 In addition to items cited in the notes, see: Hadi Fadlallah, Muhammad Jawad Maghniyya:
Fikr wa-Islah (Beirut: Dar al-Hadi, 1413/1993); ‘Ali al-Mahraqi, Muhammad Jawad Maghniyya:
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popularizer continues; when I spoke to a Lebanese Shiite cleric about wanting
to write about Maghniyya, he immediately mentioned it. The criticism is unjust;
not only did Maghniyya turn to popular writing with a definite aim, but he also
wrote books in a more intellectualized style on law, jurisprudence, philosophy,
and Islamic history, as well as a complete exegesis of the Quran. Disapproval of
him probably has more to do with reaction to his own critique of the ulema, his
unconventional activism, and his “undignified” stance as a man of the people;
he was known, for instance, for keeping his turban small and beard short and
occasionally walking about Beirut without his clerical robes, which, he explains,
made him more approachable.”

Il. Reason and Rationality According to Maghniyya

Most of Maghniyya’s writings include reflections on reason and some feature the
word in the title, for example, The Imamate of ‘Ali Between Reason and the Quran.
In 1959, a few years after being relieved of his judicial post, Maghniyya decided to
write a series specifically on ‘agl addressed to a wide audience: God and Reason,
Prophethood and Reason, and The Afterlife and Reason were followed a few years
later by The Mahdi and Reason.*® Highlighting reason was partly a rhetorical
strategy, since the word suggests relevance and modernity and would thus appeal
to the kind of audience Maghniyya wanted to attract. Somewhat in the manner
of the great Egyptian Sunni reformer Muhammad ‘Abduh (d. 1905), he wished
to present Islam as the religion of modernity par excellence, and ‘agl would be
key to this exposition. Focus on reason, however, is also part of the heritage of
Shiism—to be more precise, the Twelver Usiili Shiism to which the vast majority
of Shiites adhere today. Maghniyya acknowledges those roots and draws on Shiite

Siratuhu wa-Ata’uhu (Manama: Maktabat Fakhrawi, 1417/1997); ‘Isam al-‘Aytawi, al-Shaykh
Muhammad Jawad Maghniyya: Dirasa Sustyulujiyya fi Mashrii‘thi al-Islahi (Beirut: Markaz al-
Hadara li-Tanmiyat al-Fikr al-Islami, 2008); Jawad ‘Ali Kassar, Muhammad Jawad Maghniyya:
Hayatuhu wa-Manhajuhu fi al-Tafstr (Qum: Dar al-Sadiqin, 1420/2000); Hasan Misa al-Saffar,
Shaja‘at al-Ta‘bir ‘an al-Ra’y: al-Shaykh Muhammad Jawad Maghniyya Unmiidhajan (Beirut:
Mu’assasat al-Intishar al-‘Arabi, 1430/2009). Fadlallah, al-‘Aytawi, and Kassar consider ‘agl sep-
arately, each in a few pages (73-75, 38-39, and 93-5 respectively).

19 Mahraqi, Ma‘arik, 71.

20 As he recounts in The Mahdi and Reason; see ‘Agliyyat, 1:337-38. ‘Agliyyat Islamiyya, which
first appeared in the 1970s, includes Maghniyya’s original four-part series on ‘agl along with a
number of other previously published writings connected to the same theme. The ‘aqgl series had
been collected earlier under the title al-Islam wa-al-Agl (Beirut: Dar al-‘Ilm lil-Malayin, 1967).
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theology in both his more intellectualized and popular writings, and so I will first
lay out its basic premises as he received them.

According to Twelver Usiili Shiite theology, God and religion are all part of one
universe or supra-universe arranged according to reason and therefore capable to
a large degree of being understood by it. Good (hasan) and evil (qabih) are reali-
ties (wagqi‘) which our reason is able to perceive independently of revelation “as
we perceive the light of the sun and that one joined to another like one are two”
(2:252).” God thus commands a thing because it is inherently good (hasan) and
confers benefit (maslaha), while forbidding others because they are inherently
evil (qabih) and involve harm (mafsada). Shiite rationalism is ultimately based
on justice as a necessary divine trait or way of acting; the logical end, in fact, of
divine justice is that God always does the best for His creation, as “it is impossible
for God, being as He is (fT haqqihi), to bring anything into existence except in the
most perfect way possible.”?! For divine justice to be delivered in the world and
for it to be perceptible to humans—for God to be known as He is—there must be
causality so that the world operates in a regular and expected way.?? And there
must also be human “choice” (ikhtiyar, somewhat resembling free will) so that
deeds are actually attributable to the doers and they may justly deserve punish-
ment or reward.

Shiite theologians also believe that, in the well-known formula repeated by
Maghniyya, “religion confirms all that reason discovers and reason does not deny
anything that religion commands,” so that “reason is religion from the interior
and religion is reason from the exterior.”?* Revelation, of course, has its own
sphere; according to Maghniyya, it plays a role in society that reason cannot by
dealing with ethics, providing moral incentive, and defining justice and human-

21 Falsafat, 59. This does not, of course, mean that there is no evil. Evil comes from humans,
who are given the choice between sinning and doing good so that they may justly merit reward.
Evil is also a necessary consequence of the existence of a material world: “Evil exists in the
world (al-tabi‘a) and plentifully so, but its good is more than its evil and its benefit more than its
harm” for “the clothes of a man may be burnt by fire” but the harm cannot be compared to “the
benefits he enjoys from fire his whole life” (ibid., quoting the seventeenth-century Iranian Shiite
philosopher Mulla Sadra).

22 “Without causality and causal connexion (al-‘illliyya wa-al-‘aldqa al-sababiyya), there is no
way to gain knowledge of universal laws and rules or predict anything at all,” leading to “the
complete closing of the door to knowledge (‘uliim, also meaning ‘sciences’)” as well as making
it impossible to “establish the existence of a power beyond the world that is the cause of its exis-
tence and regulation.” Madhahib wa-Mustalahat Falsafiyya (Beirut: Dar al-Ta‘aruf, 1977), 172-73.
23 Al-Islam ma‘a al-Hayat, 27. It is also commonly said that “reason is the interior prophet”; see
the discussion in section three of this essay.
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ity or humanism (insaniyya).** Reason, on the other hand, is confined to discov-
ering “forces in the world and the realities of things.”* Nevertheless, revelation
(naql) and reason (‘agl) are “mutually complementary,”?® and religious truths
may be understood from both.

Maghniyya turns this rationalism into a modern rationality in two ways. First,
he presents arguments for the existence of God and other religious truths that he
expects will speak to the modern mind. This includes arguing that modern science
asthe product of reason confirms those truths, so that science and progress become
the partner and very proof of religion and particularly of Islam. Second, he con-
centrates on justice in human terms. Justice is not only a rationalist theological
imperative or a condition realized by the Mahdi in the last days, but something
one gains knowledge of through experience of humans and society and which
must be realized in the world through action. These are deeply held convictions,
which Maghniyya proclaims near the beginning of his autobiography as his credo:

I would like to introduce myself to the reader and anyone who cares to know about me. I
believe in God, His Messenger, and the Last Day, but I interpret the implications of these
three basic beliefs in accord with what benefits people and leads to a better life. And I also
believe that there are three causes of knowledge: experience (tajriba), reason, and revela-
tion.?”

I will discuss Maghniyya’s move in relation to rational proof and science first,
and then go on to his recasting of justice. Note that his discourse is often marked
by the dialectics and logical figures typical of the scholasticism still current in
the Shiite seminaries. This is difficult, unfortunately, to reproduce in a summary.

Maghniyya, as seen in the credo quoted above, is preoccupied with episte-
mology. He is convinced that a proper way of knowing will open the door to belief.
He also wishes to demonstrate to believers and doubters alike that the validity
of religion in general and Islam in particular is a logical conclusion of human
reason.?® Maghniyya works out this proposition in a way that puts religion on at
least an equal footing with science and philosophy in explaining the world and
dealing with human affairs.

24 Al-Islam ma‘a al-Hayat, 27.

25 Ibid. Although, note well, reason in the Shiite view is capable of recognizing the truth of the
things that only religion can bring (with the exception, it is said, of a number of provisions of the
Law that do not appear to follow the rules of logic).

26 Ibid.: “muta’aziran muta‘adidan.”

27 Tajarib, 21. Tajarib is the plural of tajriba; the autobiography thus recounts the “experiences”
of Maghniyya as the stuff of his philosophy.

28 Stated explicitly at the beginning of “God and Reason” (‘Agliyyat, 2:23-24).
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Knowledge, Maghniyya says, necessarily begins with sense (hiss) and expe-
rience (tajriba), through which we gather data about the world. This is true not
only of the sciences, but also of religion. Knowledge of the existence of God, for
instance, begins in our sense and experience of the marvelous order (nizam) of
creation; Maghniyya introduces this idea frequently, citing verses of the Quran
that urge believers to contemplate nature. The prophethood of Muhammad is
another example. The Prophet himself became convinced of his mission through
“sense and experience,”? and this proof is relayed to us through “reliable his-
torical documents” attesting to his superior character so that we know he would
not have announced his mission without being truly convinced. This, Maghniyya
adds, is the principle people have always followed in receiving ideas from reliable
persons; the scientist or scholar diligently does his research until he is able to
announce a “reality” (hagiqa), and then people gratefully accept and believe in it,
as they have accepted, for instance, the theory of gravity from Newton and relativ-
ity from Einstein (2:161).

Knowledge cannot, however, rely only on sense-data and experience or
experiment (tajriba may mean both), and in fact we see that, despite the claims
of materialists and others, all knowledge whether scientific or religious results
from rational deliberation (ta’ammul ‘aqli).>° Every thought involves a leap from
what is observed or experienced to that which is not, including scientific the-
ories, which may begin in observation and the laboratory but finally include
speculation. The ancient philosophers managed to perceive truths about nature,
such as the earth revolving around the sun, chiefly through observation without
being able to test them.?* The very proposition that knowledge is derived only
from sense-data involves the operation of reason!*?

That all knowledge is derived in the same way—that religion is not in fact
more “metaphysical” than other kinds of thought, including science—means that
religious propositions are just as real and reasonable as others. A great deal of
religion may deal with the unknown (ghayb), but most of everything is unknown,
and religion is, moreover, not merely a series of unknowns but finally ends in
reason, for there is no knowledge or religion without reason (2:341, 328). We do

29 The author may have in mind Muhammad’s vision of the angel Gabriel at the beginning of his
mission and other physically difficult experiences of receiving revelation.

30 Al-Islam bi-Nazra Asriyya (Beirut: Dar al-‘Ilm lil-Malayin, 1973), 18. Maghniyya says that ra-
tional proof—for instance, proofs for the validity of the Quran—can result in certainty, just like
direct observation. Everyone necessarily believes many things they do not actually see (‘Aqliyyat,
2:290).

31 Al-Islam bi-Nazra Asriyya, 21.

32 Ibid.; Aqliyyat, 2:339-40.
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not have to prove the existence of God using scientific instruments for it to be
reasonable any more than scientists and other thinkers have to empirically prove
their entire thought and theories (2:318).

Thus science and religion, when properly understood, are both based on
reason, and both work to explain and deal with a world (itself rationally ordered)
which humans know through experience. This thinking facilitates Maghniyya’s
conclusion that the two support and confirm each other; science, in effect,
is rolled into ‘agl in the famous Shiite “rule of correspondence” (muldazama)
between ‘agl and nagql (revelation). One can see why it would have been necessary
before making this move to establish that religion is not inferior or subordinate to
science but rather equally “realistic,” for ‘aglin the classical understanding really
only involves a system of logic already digested by the tradition, while modern
science with its accomplishments and potential challenges to belief could be
overwhelming. The balance Maghniyya proposes between science and religion
has, he remarks, partly reasserted itself in the West despite the Church initially
refusing to accept scientific discoveries due to a “fanatical devotion” (ta‘assub)
to religion and many modern thinkers refusing to seriously consider religion due
to an equally fanatical attachment to science. Both groups were eventually com-
pelled to accept what they had rejected, since “the principles of religion are real
truths, just like scientific truths, and the results of science are also real like the
principles of religion.” Science and religion, Maghniyya declares, are “mutually
complementary, especially in relation to the first principles on which the creed
is based such as belief in God and survival of the soul” (2:411-12). The Arabic
phrase translated here as “mutually complementary” is the same (muta‘aziran
muta‘adidan) used by Maghniyya in regard to reason and revelation in the
passage cited above.

Islam, of course, is exemplary in its acceptance of science. As the religion
of reason par excellence, it encouraged knowledge and science and condemned
taqlid (clinging to old ways); and thus it flourished, unlike Greek religion, for
instance, which was blighted by ignorance (jahl, the opposite of ‘agl) and super-
stition (2:73-74). True Islam favors reason and science and blesses useful modern
thought.?®* Here Maghniyya takes up the idea, widespread among Muslims in the
twentieth century, that the Quran contains many scientific truths—the “secrets of
the universe” and “reality and destiny of humankind,” as he puts it (2:295).

Having asserted that science is harmonious with Islam in particular, Maghni-
yya is faced with aligning it with Islamic and Shiite doctrine. This is an important
part of the project he undertakes in the popular ‘agl series. Though he is confi-

33 Al-Islam ma‘a al-Hayat, 125.
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dent of success, since belief and religion are “ancient, deeply rooted” phenom-
ena which have survived many challenges precisely due to their being based on
“knowledge, reason, and proof,” his speculations are inevitably fanciful, though
certainly interesting (2:109).

Maghniyya’s basic proposition is that science as it progresses confirms many
of the realities portrayed by religion. Scientific knowledge furnishes a kind of
ultimate proof based on experiment/experience (tajriba) that can be added to
and may be actually more solid than the others. For instance, humans used to
understand that they are spirit and not just body through intuition (fitra) and rev-
elation; then they knew it through reason and philosophy—through the writings
of, for example, Avicenna, Averroes, and Tiisi—and then survival of the soul was
proved by scientists who, despite believing that science is opposed to religion,
found that it actually proved it (2:399-401). Study of the soul or spirit (rith) is now
an integral part of the study of the conversion of matter to energy and energy to
matter, theory of relativity, wave theory, and so on, as well as newly developing
areas of knowledge such a parapsychology (2:404).3* Scientific descriptions of
the afterlife tend to be similar to each other as well as to the afterlife described
by different religions, including Islam; here also modern science is beginning to
confirm what the prophets said (2:407-11). Science is the “ally” of believers just
as reason is their “guiding principle,” so that “every new step forward in any field
of science only strengthens the evidence for the existence of God, furnishing new
proofs and making discoveries that can be explained only by a power not resem-
bling anything in the world.”*

34 Seealsoibid., 195 ff., where Maghniyya anticipates scientists ultimately being able to observe
spirits leaving bodies. As usual, discoveries made by Western scientists are cited; Maghniyya
says that research on the soul began in America and Oxford in the 30s and 40s (2:342).

35 Maghniyya does not, however, accept the theory of evolution, or at least not entirely. In
accord with his contention that believers approach science rationally, he allows that there is
“nothing in Islamic texts” that really denies evolution of species. Though not supported by the
decisive proof that would be required to demonstrate it to be actually true, evolution is at least
possible (mumkin al-wuqii) and would then be traceable in some way to God’s power and will.
The exception is the evolution of humans from apes, which is consistent neither with revelation
nor reason, the first because the Quran clearly tells us humans were fully formed, intelligent
beings from the beginning of their existence (Q 2:31, 4:33, 20:115, and 2:35), and the second due to
the very large, inexplicable differences between humans and apes, above all the possession by
humans of ‘agl, which cannot have resulted from a material process such as evolution. Maghni-
yya strongly rejects “survival of the fittest” in the sense of social Darwinism, which he considers
to be exemplified in the philosophy of Nietzsche and brutality of Hitler and Mussolini (al-Islam
ma‘a al-Hayat, 111-12).
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A good number of Maghniyya’s illustrations of the correspondence of science
to religion depend on the idea that reasonable persons must keep an open mind,
or as he explains it, when two parties each submit a potentially valid (mumkin
al-wuqu) proposition, one cannot be proved untrue simply by denying it. In such
an encounter, one must have proof and not just doubt; but those who claim that
science is valid and religion superstitious have doubts and nothing else (2:106—
7).>¢ Here Maghniyya tries to turn the tables on atheists by portraying them as
irrational, prejudiced, and “blindly conformist” (mugallid) (2:339). He makes this
point repeatedly, naming figures such as Nietzsche and Sartre and mockingly
contrasting the irrationality of unbelievers with the open-mindedness of believers
(2:102-8). 1t is in this spirit that he suggests that science may sooner or later dis-
cover many of the realities that are now part of the unknown, making them finally
tangible and visible. For instance, the experiences of astronauts freed of gravity
resemble aspects of the afterlife described by the Quran (2:414-14).> People
doubt that God can bring the dead back to life, but they cannot prove that this
is impossible, and all kinds of things have happened that were never imagined
before—for example, television and landing on the moon (2:416, 1:194). Theories
are often around a long time before they are materially proved, so it is not at all
impossible that the Mahdi would appear to take the reins of power (1:366).

These are a few illustrations of how Maghniyya extends the traditional Shiite
principle of adducing rational proofs for religion to the realm of science. Their
most striking feature is progressivism. In Maghniyya’s world, religion and science
march together toward a future in which knowledge constantly increases and
life is constantly improved by it. The prophets, he says, “affirmed in principle
every new useful thing that ever was or will be” so that religion—along with the
clerics if they follow the way of the prophets as they should—is always progres-

36 See also ibid., 2:388. Somewhat contrary to this principle, Maghniyya does not want to admit
miracles, which he rejects as being neither rational nor just. It seems that he is anxious to show
that religion affirms the mechanical universe on which he believes science to be based. Denial
of miracles is also part of his argument against Sufism, which he regards, like other Muslim
modernists, as epitomizing the irrationality and inefficiency that keeps Islam in the dark ages.
In dealing with miracles actually recorded in the Quran, on the other hand, he argues that there
is a difference between that which is “impossible according to reason” and merely “impossible
according to ordinary experience.” Just because people have never experienced the return of the
dead, a child speaking in his cradle as the Quran reports of Jesus, a man living on anonymously
for a thousand years as the Shiites believe has happened with the Mahdi—and so on—does not
mean that it cannot be admitted by reason (1:407-10).

37 Maghniyya relates the unusual feelings of physical ease and mental peace described by as-
tronauts such as Gagarin and Shepard and compares these with Quran 15:48, “in it, no fatigue
shall touch them,” and 21:103, “the great terror shall not grieve them.”
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sive (tagaddumi) and never reactionary (raj7).® The key idea here is usefulness.
“Heavenly books” and the dicta of Muhammad in particular, Maghniyya says,
encourage humans to pursue the “sciences and thought of the whole world,”
regardless of the religion or nationality of the originators and whether their fruits
are “tangible” or aimed at “cultural needs.” This is because such knowledge
serves humankind in achieving “development” (tatawwur) and “success,” which
is also the purpose of religion (2:296-99, 124-25).3 Thus does Maghniyya’s very
wide reading of Shiite rationalism accommodate progressivism and turn ‘agl into
rationality.

Maghniyya also turns the central Shiite doctrines of Imamate and messian-
ism toward progressivism. These, I think, bear that interpretation quite easily,
since the Imam and Mahdi already represent an ideal future. All that is needed
is to add to the classical theological rational proofs arguments from rationality
keyed to contemporary concerns about governance and society.

For instance, the classic rational argument for the legitimacy of the Imams’
rule is that they are impeccable (ma‘siim) and the most knowledgeable of human
beings, so God, since He is necessarily just and does the best for His creation,
appoints them as leaders because they alone could not lead the people into error
and sin. To put it another way, a just God would not leave humankind without
complete guidance, which is found in the Imams.*° Maghniyya considers the
argument to be insufficient. It may furnish Shiites with material for debates and
their own satisfaction, but what does it mean in the real world today when there
is no Imam? As Maghniyya puts it, “An ideal is one thing, but reality when there
is no-one answering to the description is another” (1:349).4

In Maghniyya’s estimation, the concept is still relevant because it helps the
people to reflect on and demand good government. That obedience is due to the
Imam alone tells Shiites that others who happen to come to power in his absence
are not divinely appointed and are not to be followed except as “a means to do
good,” and certainly not as part of a cult of personality. Obeying corrupt rulers
just because they are in power is one of the “things most strenuously forbidden”
by Islam, and it is necessary to oppose and even, when feasible, rise up against

38 Agliyyat, 2:305-6 and al-Islam ma‘a al-Hayat, 46 ff.

39 Embracing modern knowledge and science would also allow the Arabs to stand up to West-
ern incursions and Zionism. This concern is certainly present.

40 Though I have not here cited the proofs for the Imams’ rule from the Quran and hadith, these
are always, of course, given along with the rational argument.

41 The question of the usefulness of a perfect but absent Imam is an old one posed by opponents
of the Twelver Shiites. Maghniyya is not, however, deriding the tradition. He is rather raising a
logical objection as part of his dialectical argumentation.
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them (1:349).*? The inerrant Imam as an ideal is important because it fights hered-
itary rule, wealth, and dictatorship, because it supports freedom and “democracy
based on rule of the people in the absence of the Imam,” and because “devel-
opment and progress” altogether only proceed from “consciousness” (1:350).
According to Maghniyya, Shiites believe that society and government will con-
tinually improve through time, just as it did in the past after humans began by
living in primitive tribes (1:367). The ideal of the Imam’s rule reminds them that
no matter how long oppression lasts in this world, it is bound to come to an end;
this is actually an instinctive feeling (f-¢-r) planted in all humans even if they are
not always conscious of it, but Shiites because they believe in the Imamate know
consciously that “humanity shall finally thrive, free of misfortune and disease,
and that the people—all peoples—shall live in the best way possible, in security,
justice and ease” (1:350-51).%

Thus the Imamate, including the notion of inerrancy, is fully consistent with
the “logic of reason” (1:367). And the coming of the Mahdi also answers to that
logic, for we see that the world is in the midst of continual change with social
cohesion constantly on the rise, a path that will inevitably lead to the “univer-
sal just government,” equality, and world peace envisioned under the Mahdi’s
rule (1:373, 369). That philosophers of the past and present, including Plato in
his Republic, Saint Augustine, al-Farabi in The Virtuous City, Voltaire, Goethe,
Bertrand Russell, the American abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison, and others
have advocated such government clearly shows that the idea of a Mahdi is “sci-
entific, realistic, and progressive,” in contrast to the “unnatural, irrational, and
inhuman” nationalism that has been the cause of so many ills (1:369-72, 374).
Ignorant persons who ridicule this Shiite belief, Maghniyya remarks somewhat
bitterly, should abandon their fanatical prejudice (ta‘assub) and join in pulling
down the barriers between their brothers in humanity from East to West (1:373).

42 One is to rise up only “when there is some security and no fear of harm,” says Maghniyya.
He is invoking the Shiite doctrine of tagiya (dissimulation of belief or identity); “fear of harm”
would mean chiefly harm to the community, an issue for Shiites because most live as minorities.
In another place, however, Maghniyya says that tagiya has lost its relevance because Shiites no
longer live in fear; see Ahl al-Bayt, Manzilatuhum wa-Mabadi uhum (Beirut: Mansharat Maktabat
al-Andalus, 1956), 66.

43 This astonishing progress, it seems, happens before the coming of the Mahdi. For instance,
Maghniyya says that humankind will experience a life in the future in which nature readily
yields its treasures, goods are so plentiful that there is no longer any need for inheritance, illness
is cured, the make-up of humans and animals will be changed and even poison eliminated from
bugs, all due to the “development and progress of science.” Imamat Ali bayn al- Aql wa-al-Qur'an
(Beirut: Mu’assasat al-A‘lami lil-Matba‘at, 1390/1970), 122-23.
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The account I have given so far shows Maghniyya making rationality out of
the rationalistic ‘agql which became important to nascent Twelver Shiism around
the time of the Occultation of the Twelfth Imam in the tenth century. He also occa-
sionally brings into play the transcendent Reason—akin to cosmic intellect or the
Neoplatonic nous—believed to be possessed by the Imams.** Maghniyya turns
cosmic intellect into a far-reaching, universal social vision. Thus he writes that
Imam ‘Ali was able to anticipate scientific progress that would be achieved hun-
dreds of years after he lived because of “the radiance of a Reason that transcends
its immediate environment,” depending only on the “essence of the Imam” to
“go beyond time and place.” The Imam was able to see forward not only to our
time, but a future beyond that, the “age of ‘Ali” in which “goods are [freely avail-
able] like water and air, in which there is no oppression, colonialism, feudalism,
hunger or ignorance, or anything to spoil the purity of life in East and West.”*

The coming of the Mahdi is preceded in traditional Shiism by corruption,
decline, and mostly calamitous reversals of the natural order as the world finally
collapses after a long history of oppression. There will be no improvement in the
world or relief for believers before the Mahdi’s return, which should be awaited
hopefully but passively. The scenario Maghniyya presents could not be more
different. In his retelling, the Advent is the culmination of gradual but steady
improvement in human affairs, not a disruption of nature but the last stage in an
orderly process of God-given human ‘agl uncovering the realities of a rationally
ordered world and learning to align its own affairs with it. Maghniyya presents, in
short, a preparatory messianism, in which humans not only wait for the coming
of the Mahdi but also actively work toward it.

Justice is a central theme of the Mahdi’s return—he is expected, in a set
phrase, to “fill the world with justice as it has been filled with oppression.”
Maghniyya’s preparatory messianism requires a redefinition of justice. The tradi-
tional Shiite story of oppression and justice revolves around the Imams and Shiite
community; peace and plenty are established only after bloody battles in which
the Imams and their followers are avenged for the sufferings they have endured
throughout history. The justice Maghniyya looks forward to, by contrast, is for
all Muslims and in fact all peoples. He does not mention the end-time battles
that are a staple of Shiite apocalypticism, concentrating instead on a present and
peaceful struggle to unite humanity. It is possible and in fact necessary to work

44 “The ‘aql of the Imam is not separate from reality (wdgi‘); it is not like the speculative intel-
lects of others which can be either [coincidentally] right (sawab) or wrong (khata’).” Maghniyya,
‘Ali wa-al-Falsafa (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi; Baghdad: Dar al-Nahda, n.d.), 132.

45 Fada’il al-Imam ‘Ali (Beirut: Mansharat Dar Maktabat al-Hayat, 1381/1962), 52-53.
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now toward the universal concord traditionally situated in the age of the Twelfth
Imam. The ultimate purpose of cooperation is to achieve justice, which in Magh-
niyya’s retelling no longer has to do with historical wrongs or cosmic evil, but
rather ordinary problems shared by all humans and societies.

Those problems in Maghniyya’s view are essentially economic. Injustice
refers to the condition of the poor, whose poverty is produced by “oppressive
orders,” whether local or linked to foreign interests.*® Maghniyya must have been
helped to this conclusion by his own difficult life and seeing the deprivation of
his community in Lebanon and Iraq; his writing on poverty and wealth is full of
passion and anger. Like many Shiites at the time, including clerics, he was drawn
to a kind of leftism.*” He envisions a world in which everyone has to work for
their income, land belongs to those who cultivate it, rights to private property are
limited, and everything is ultimately owned by God*®*—the best system possible,
apparently, before the coming of the Mahdi and ultimately life in paradise where
there will be no “coin, commerce or work,” so that human relations are “organized
by sincerity and affection alone” (2:409-10). Maghniyya is not, however, as opti-
mistic about progress in economic relations as he is about scientific knowledge,
which he thinks of as proceeding straight down the road of reason to marvelous
destinations. Communism and capitalism, he says, have both shown themselves
to be contrary to reason (1:353 ff.), while oppressors and most others ignorantly
(jahl) persist (ta‘assub) in their received belief (taqlid) that poverty is inevitable
and refuse to consider in light of “experience” and “knowledge” that it comes
from man, not God, and can be “exterminated from the roots.”*°

The difficult struggle for justice, as can be gathered from this analysis, begins
with a right understanding of Islam, which is naturally aligned with ‘agl in the

46 Al-Islam ma‘a al-Hayat, 77-79.

47 While in Iraq, Maghniyya was a friend of Husayn Muruwwa, one of a number of seminary
students at the time who finally opted for communism—in Muruwwa’s case, joining the Leb-
anese Communist Party. Maghniyya himself was accused of being a socialist or communist in
the midst of the Baghdad Pact controversy. See Sylvia Naeff, “Shi‘i-Shuyii‘i or: How to become a
Communist in the holy city,” in The Twelver Shia in Modern Times: Religious Culture and Political
History, ed. Rainer Brunner and Werner Ende (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 260, and G6bel, Moderne
Schiitische Politik, 82.

48 Al-Islam ma‘a al-Hayat, 179 ff. This sounds like a kind of socialism, but Maghniyya was am-
biguous on the matter. In one place, he says that socialism was always a principle of Islam, even
if not in the sense we know it today, and that Islam would welcome socialism just like other “new
things that benefit people” (Al-Islam ma‘a al-Hayat, 248-52); but in another, he says that whoev-
er attributes socialism to Islam is “gravely mistaken.” Falsafat al-Tawhid wa-al-Wildya (Qum: Dar
al-Tabligh al-Islami, 1971), 260.

49 Al-Islam ma‘a al-Hayat, 77-79.
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sense of rationality. Islam has always encouraged progress toward justice to the
extent that society was ready for it, for instance by giving slaves many rights
against their masters before slavery could be completely suppressed and requir-
ing fief-holders to contribute taxes before it was possible to eliminate feudalism.>°
Islam also, however, wants to “hurry history along” toward full realization of its
“general [basic] principles” which transcend time, place, class, and race and are
purely beneficial to everyone.’* In order for that future to be realized, knowledge
has to progress rather than remain “stagnant” (the word Maghniyya often uses is
jumiid), which requires that people open their eyes to and actually feel or “expe-
rience” the realities of suffering and injustice.

It is necessary above all that knowledge be completed by action. Maghniyya’s
insistence that real knowledge is grounded in sense and experience seems ulti-
mately to be aimed at this point, on which he places tremendous emphasis. Reli-
gious knowledge like all knowledge exists to be “useful” or “beneficial” (n-f-).>
There is “no religion without the world” (la din bi-la dunya),”® and Islam, as the
title of one of Maghniyya’s books says, is “with life” for the purpose of improv-
ing it. Faith is “doubtlessly situated in the heart and one of the properties of the
soul,” but it is “complete and sincere only if accompanied by determination to
act” (1:73). In support of this statement, Maghniyya cites sayings of the Prophet
Muhammad and Imam ‘Ali that pair faith with deeds. The word ‘amal in the origi-
nal dicta has to do with performance of the Islamic rituals or “pillars” required to
outwardly demonstrate faith and thus membership in the community, but Magh-
niyya interprets it as meaning action or activism. The degree to which he links
belief to action and in fact rationality may be judged by his understanding of the
first pillar, the verbal witness that “there is no god but God.” What the witness
of faith means in Maghniyya’s view is that no one is allowed to regard himself as
better than others and to dominate them, the only true measure of faith being
“service to one’s fellow man.”**

50 Al-Islam ma‘a al-Hayat, 180-81.

51 Al-Islam ma‘a al-Hayat, 181 and Agliyyat, 2:158.

52 The kind of “knowledge” that harms instead of benefits, for instance by creating weapons of
mass destruction or mines in which workers’ lives are endangered for the sake of rich owners,
is not in accord with real reason, and jahl is actually a thousand times better, says Maghniyya
(1:275-76).

53 Nafahat Muhammadiyya (Beirut: Dar al-Jawad, 1400/1981), 60—61.

54 Al-Islam bi-Nazra Asriyya, 33.
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Maghniyya’s message that knowledge and faith must be completed by “tan-
gible” deeds,> which will be the sole basis for reward on the Day of Judgment,>®
was certainly meant for all his readers, basically as part of an argument for the
relevance and efficiency of Islam (2:324-25). It was at the same time addressed
directly to his fellow clerics, who he believed had fallen short in their responsibil-
ity to “speak the truth and do it,” as he says of himself in his autobiography.”” His
statements on right knowledge and action are often followed by reproach of the
ulema. For instance, his diatribe quoted above on the failure to understand that
poverty is a curable ill reaches a crescendo as he refers to “religious types” who
consider it a “great work of charity” to set up organizations to “gather pennies
from this and that thief and usurer,” while what they really should be doing is
“fighting the enemy” and working to end the indignities of poverty altogether.>®
Some of what seminary students learn such as the location of the Well-Guarded
Tablet (a celestial object related to revelation) are useless bits of information they
will never be asked about on the Day of Judgment, and yet they strut around,
proud of their turbans and robes and thinking themselves great scholars. *°

Maghniyya’s critique of the clerics really comes down to their lack of “expe-
rience” of the life and problems of those they are supposed to guide. Influenced,
he thinks, by the attitudes of Plato and Aristotle, they consider practical knowl-
edge to be beneath them and have no understanding of the dignity of labor (he
may have in mind the Lebanese colleagues who made fun of him for having once
worked in Beirut as a street-peddler).®® How could such people be capable of
working toward justice and demonstrating the rationality of Islam to the masses?

55 Al-Islam ma‘a al-Hayat, 257—including not only “struggle against oppression” but “building
of dams, factories and railways,” i.e., efforts aimed at economic development.

56 God created the world in order to test His servants to see who has the best deeds, as He says
in Quran 11:7, because He cannot judge beings who possess free will on the basis of what is latent
(kamin) in them, but only according to what they “translate” into “tangible deeds” (Falsafat al-
Tawhid wa-al-Wilaya, 85).

57 Tajarib, 19. If words are not made true through action, they are “lies,” Maghniyya says (ibid.,
20).

58 Al-Islam ma‘a al-Hayat, 79.

59 Falsafat al-Akhlaq fi al-Islam (Beirut: Dar al-‘Ilm lil-Malayin, 1977), 176-77.

60 Tajarib, 38, 62—-63.
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Ill. Situating Maghniyya and ‘Agl in Modern Shiite Thought

The writings of Muhammad Jawad Maghniyya are part of a widespread movement
in twentieth-century Muslim thought to create a religious mode of action relevant
to modern life, in competition with other modes of action such as nationalism,
science, and economic ideologies. Both conservative and liberal thinkers attempt
to accomplish this by giving appropriate social and political meaning to various
aspects of Islam while emphasizing that these must be put into practice. Islam
should be shown to be as efficacious as its rivals, and actually more so.

Maghniyya’s re-casting of ‘agl as rationality is in line with this movement.
Reason, traditionally a principle of theology, is brought down to earth as a right
order of actual human society, to be realized through active, progressive strug-
gle. Just as in traditional theology, reason for Maghniyya also serves as a master
concept for ideas about Justice, the Imamate, and freedom. The justice that meets
the requirements of rationality is economic and class justice; the Imamate is
made into a rationalistic principle of progress and democracy; and the human
“capacity” (istita‘a) to “choose” (ikhtiyar) between acts that traditionally function
as corollary of divine justice is associated with political freedom (hurriyya).®*

Other Shiite thinkers who flourished in the axial age of the twentieth

century also make Shiism into a socio-political gospel as Maghniyya does. ‘Ali
Shari‘ati (1933-77) and the Iraqi Ayatollah Muhammad Bagir al-Sadr (1935-80)
are two well-known figures of this kind. The work of Maghniyya, of Muhammad
al-Khalisi, who maintained that Islam was in harmony with science and would
be strengthened by its progress, and of the Marxist-leaning expositor of Quranic
economics Ayatollah Mahmiid Taligani (1911-79), who also placed great empha-
sis on ‘agl and its application to human life,? suggests that the movement toward
rationality began sometimes in the twenties or thirties.

Maghniyya’s own rationality leans heavily on science. Science, as explained
above, is imagined as validating religion since they are both based on reason and
aimed at human progress. This aspect of Maghniyya’s thought seems passé, part

61 Hurriyya, which in classical texts actually means non-slave status or nobility, is used in mod-
ern Arabic to express the idea of political freedom in relation to the state. Maghniyya also un-
derstands hurriyya in the sense of dignified autonomy, resembling the classical principle of the
equal dignity of believers before God. Maghniyya’s son ‘Abd al-Husayn has attempted to develop
both ideas in his father’s work by bringing together relevant parts of his Quranic exegesis: Ayat
al-Hurriyya: Dimugratiyat al-Islam (Beirut: Dar al-Jawad, 2004).

62 Shahrough Akhavi, “Islam, politics and society in the thought of Ayatullah Khomeini, Aya-
tullah Taligani and Ali Shariati,” Middle Eastern Studies 24, no. 4 (Oct., 1988): 406—407.
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of what Arjomand calls “apologetic modernism.”®* The naiveté of Maghniyya’s
claims about particular scientific discoveries is probably now evident to most
people, and science is no longer so new and fascinating that it can be imagined to
be a sure path to a future ordered by reason and justice. Moreover, since science,
or at least technology, has been thoroughly acquired by Muslims, proving Islam
to be scientific is no longer as great a concern, while questions of social and polit-
ical autonomy and satisfaction remain.

Maghniyya’s reconfiguration of messianism, on the other hand, is part of a
crucial shift in the outlook of 20®-century Shiism. The absence of the Twelfth
Imam has traditionally been associated with quietism and passivity. Maghniyya
picks up on the hope of the Mahdi’s return and makes it into a principle of activ-
ism. The idea that action must be taken now and cannot wait until the coming
of the Mahdi was central to the thought of both Shari‘ati and Khomeini, and
the notion that religion should participate in progress—that it has to do some-
thing—is presently widespread. More study of modern Shiite thought is required
before assessing Maghniyya’s role in this change. His version is certainly less
political than those of the two figures just mentioned. With its exuberant opti-
mism, it preserves the idealism and future-mindedness of the messianic vision. It
is about a bright future rather than resistance and revolution; whereas Shari‘ati
and Khomeini emphasize notions of struggle and martyrdom, Maghniyya devel-
ops neither. His Lebanese background may play a role here; progress and devel-
opment are relevant to the Lebanese context, and not uprising and revolution.
Maghniyya’s idea that the Twelfth Imam represents a principle of human prog-
ress relevant to the whole world does find echoes in the rationalizing “Mahdi
philosophy” (Mahdaviyyat) now popular in Iran largely or exclusively in more
conservative circles.®

Speculation about the Mahdi has little appeal for the current generation of
clerical intellectuals. They have seen the Advent, in effect, in the form of the
Iranian Islamic Revolution, and found that what needs to be addressed is real
political problems. Although Maghniyya lived only some months into the Islamic
Revolution, he did manage, with his ever-energetic writing schedule, to contrib-
ute to the political debate. Like many others, he was initially enthusiastic about
the revolution and very respectful of Ayatollah Khomeini. But he firmly rejected

63 Said Amir Arjomand, “The reform movement and the debate on tradition and modernity in
contemporary Iran,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 34, no. 4 (2002): 719-31.

64 E.g. Nasir Makarim Shirazi, al-Hukiima al-‘Alamiyya lil-Imam al-Mahdi [The World Govern-
ment of the Mahdi] (Qum: Madrasat al-Imam ‘Ali b. Abi Talib, 1426 [2005 or 2006]). Makarim
Shirazi is an aged and very traditional Ayatullah.
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Khomeini’s “Guardianship of the Jurist,” the theory of clerical rule in the absence
of the Twelfth Imam that is the basis for the quasi-theocracy in Iran today. In his
Khomeini and the Islamic State, he insists on the classical juristic position that
only a few relatively minor functions of the Hidden Imam pass to the jurists. The
head of state, he writes, is to be elected by the people, and since justice is the
goal, a just nonbeliever is preferred to an unjust Muslim.® The concern driving
his objection is freedom. No person, Maghniyya says, has “guardianship” over
any other except if there is a particular legal indication, for example if the person
is under age, for freedom is a “sacred right of every individual.”®® In his earlier
writings, Maghniyya had declared freedom to be a fundamental rational prin-
ciple that must always be taken into account when deducing Sharia rulings.®”
Rationalism is explicitly invoked for other governmental arrangements. Since,
Maghniyya says, “the affairs of state are not all religious,” administrative and
social affairs for which there is no “indication in religious texts” (nass) are to be
left to “common usage” (‘urf) and “intelligent persons” (‘ugala’), which they may
attend to “according to the guidelines of public interest (maslaha).” They may do
this even if it involves Western practices, for the Prophet said, “Wisdom (hikma) is
the goal of believers wherever they find it, and they are most worthy of it.”%® The
“ practice of rational persons” traditionally refers in Shiite law to the existence in
all human societies of basic ethical norms, which can then be invoked in specific
juristic arguments. Maghniyya here considerably expands the concept into an
idea about the universal validity and usefulness of acquired human knowledge
and expertise.

Maghniyya’s views about government are ultimately founded on the idea that
one should reach for the best rule possible as long as the perfect governance of
the Mahdi is not yet established. He re-interprets the traditional Shiite sentiment

65 Al-Khumayni wa-al-Dawla al-Islamiyya (Beirut: Dar al-‘llm lil-Malayin, 1979), 66—68, 72-73.
Maghniyya had already made the latter point, citing classical sources, in his “The Shi‘a and
Rulers,” first published in the early 1960’s: al-Shi'a wa-al-Hakimiin, ed. Sami al-Ghariri (Beirut:
Mansharat al-Rida, 1433/2012), 44. He probably had in mind the multi-confessional Lebanese
state, or perhaps Christians in the Middle East in general.

66 Al-Khumayni wa-al-Dawla, 60.

67 “It is evident that ‘aql refuses that any human should have dominion (sultan) over another;
Islam considers this to be one the principles of the Law” (al-Islam ma‘a al-Hayat, 232). See also
Al-Shi‘a fi al-Mizan, 334. Maghniyya seems to be building on the classical jurisprudential rule
that the basic assumption or “principle” (asl) when determining the status of a human being is
freedom (hurriyya), i.e. a person is to be classed as a slave (and so on) only if there is a specific
legal indication that would remove that basic assumption.

68 Al-Khumayni wa-al-Dawla, 65—66.
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that all rule except that of the Imam is unjust and oppressive—really a principle of
passivity, since the conclusion is that one should stay away from government and
politics—to mean that the people must refuse to tolerate tyranny and injustice
and participate in ruling themselves. This idea, albeit in a less protest-minded
and more routine political form, goes back to the Iranian Constitutional Revo-
lution of 1906-1911, when it was used to argue for constitutionalism by leading
clerics such as Akhiind Muhammad Kazim Khurasani (1839-1911) and Muham-
mad Husayn N&’ini (1861-1936). Not only notions of popular representation, but
also hurriyya in the sense of political freedom and the rationalistic idea that one
can think about good government on the basis of universal human experience
are foreshadowed in Iranian constitutionalist thought.®® In the later twentieth
century, Ayatollah Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr again proposes filling the political
gap of the Imam’s absence with “government by the people” (wilayat al-umma).”®
Maghniyya’s contribution to this stream of thought is to ground it explicitly in
rationalism, for instance by invoking, as we have seen, the juristic principle of
the practice of rational or intelligent persons to argue that government and pol-
itics should be left to plain technical experts rather than leaders with religious
qualifications as Khomeini asserted. The rationalistic turn in political thought is
then carried forward by post-revolutionary clerical thinkers such as Muhammad
Mujtahid Shabistari (b. 1936), Hassan Yusefi-Eshkevari (b. 1950), Kadivar, Qabel,
and others, along with Maghniyya’s compatriot Muhammad Mahdi Shams al-Din,
who also maintained that the people should rule over themselves in the absence
of the Imam and that arrangements of government are not a religious affair.”
Sabrina Mervin speaks of a Shiite response to modernity, slightly predating
the Iranian Islamic Revolution, that offers “a vision of Islam more humanist than
political” while not engaging in “wholesale rejection of ideas imported from
Europe.””? Shabestari is given as an example, with Malekian and Kadivar, among

69 See Denis Hermann “Akhund Khurasani and the Iranian Constitutional Movement,” Middle
Eastern Studies, 49:3 (2013), 430-453. Maghniyya mentions that his associate Ayatullah Muham-
mad Kazim Shari‘atmadari (1905-1986), an heir to Iranian liberal constitutionalism, agreed with
his views on theocracy (Al-Khumayni wa-al-Dawla, 74-75).

70 For a recent assessment, see Jaffar al-Rikabi, “Bagir al-Sadr and the Islamic State: A theory
for ‘Islamic Democracy’” Journal of Shi‘a Islamic Studies 5, no. 3 (2012): 249-275.

71 Hassan Mneimneh, “The Arab reception of Vilayat-e-Faqgih: The counter-model of Muham-
mad Mahdi Shams al-Din,” Current Trends in Islamic Ideology May 21st, 2009, 39-51.
http://www.hudson.org/research/9847-the-arab-reception-of-vilayat-e-faqgih-the-counter-mod-
el-of-muhammad-mahdi-shams-al-din. Accessed 19/09/2014.

72 “Transnational intellectual debates,” in The Shi‘a Worlds and Iran, ed. Mervin (London: Saqi,
2010), 328.
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others, named as members of the current generation. Maghniyya’s thought
certainly exhibits these characteristics, indicating that humanistic tenden-
cies existed in Shiism much earlier in the twentieth century. Maghniyya is well
advanced in his universalistic humanism even in comparison with contemporary
Iranian reformers. His life in the multi-confessional environment of Lebanon may
again be a factor.

Philosophy is a path for Maghniyya to rationalism and humanism. He fondly
remembers “absorbing the proofs” of the “theologians and theistic philosophers™
(falasifa ilahiyyin) in the 1920s in Najaf (2:380); the theistic or “divine” philoso-
phers include the ancients Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, along with Islamic phi-
losophers such as al-Farabi and Avicenna. The premise (familiar from Western
scholasticism) behind study of falsafa in the seminaries is that philosophers and
theologians participate in discovering the same universal truth. Maghniyya rou-
tinely appeals to the authority of the philosophers and Shiite ulema together; he
seems also to believe that religion is one common human quest. Practice of phi-
losophy and a rationalist worldview led Maghniyya to the European branch of
Western philosophy; the names of Western thinkers mentioned in this essay are
only a few of the ones he cites. He probably accessed most through translation or
partial translation, while the newer generations learn English and German with
the intention of reading philosophy.

Maghniyya extends the idea of ‘agl implanted by God in humans, tradition-
ally an article of theology that explains how humans know God, to a principle of
universal brotherhood, which is, as I have shown, fundamental to his progres-
sivism. Consider, for example, his statement that “the essence of reason is one in
every human, whether from the East or West,” with apparent differences in judg-
ment springing only from “ways of thinking due to environment and upbringing”
(2:148, emphasis added). Having invoked the juristic principle of the “practice
of rational persons” to establish a rule that servants are to be considered trust-
worthy unless there is contrary proof, he goes on to emphasize that this value,
which must have been dear to his heart as a former wage laborer, is true “in all
religions, and in every age before Islam and after.””® It is then not very far to the
idea that the “aims of all religions are one,” as he says in mentioning Gandhi, a
favorite figure,” or praise of the American youth movement of the 1960s as being
in accord with the messages of the Prophet Muhammad and Jesus (1:133-35).

73 Al-Islam ma‘a al-Hayat, 175.

74 Ibid., 112. “Because good and evil are realities, all persons in the world recognize them,
whether Muslims or not and religious or not ... and not only through reason, but a ‘sound heart’
(qalb salim) - like Gandhi.” Falsafat al-Tawhid wa-al-Wildaya, 56-57.
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Maghniyya speaks frequently of “humanity” (al-insan) and uses the Arabic
equivalent of humanism, al-insaniyya. According to Maghniyya, all oppressed
persons are loyal to the great Shiite martyr Husayn, whether Shiite or not, non-
religious, or even if they have never heard of him, since Husayn demonstrated
that everyone, including non-Muslims, should be defended as humans (1:20-22).
Anyone who does something in which there is “humanism” is loved by God, even
if the deed was not done in obedience to a religious command (1:283). “I wish
good for all humanity,” Maghniyya declares in the first pages of his autobiogra-
phy, “and above all the sincere and those who are faithful to their country and
friends, even if we are not of same religion or sect ... and I only have room for
humans who are truly human.””

Penetration of Sharia by rationalism is more difficult, since ‘agl, though con-
sidered one of the sources of law, is subordinate to textual sources and operates
as a tightly defined system of logic with limited reach. Maghniyya nevertheless
goes some way toward aligning Sharia with rationality, even intimating that it
is akin to natural law. God, he says, has not laid down any rule that contradicts
reason, nature (i.e., the natural world) and its rules, or the best interest (maslaha)
of any person (2:126). What is permitted and forbidden is based on the “law of
nature and principle of justice” so that everything that is “in the interests of
humans in any way, is permitted”—and the opposite for that which causes harm
(2:306). Sharia, moreover, has to accord not only with public good, but also with
“reality.””® It is flexible, like cloth that can be cut to different circumstances and
people. Some rules abide because they are for the good of all times, but some
are fit just for particular times. This means that law must undergo development,
which it is very capable of doing since nothing prevents the introduction of new
rules.”” In an interesting example of flexibility, Maghniyya rules that there is no
reason for men not to shave if they want to, since the beard is no longer a sign of
physical integrity as it used to be.”®

Maghniyya was willing to go against the revered authorities of the past,
remarking that their lives do not in the least resemble those of people today,
so that rulings cannot be taken from their books but should rather be deduced
by drawing on “experience” and referring directly to the Quran, Sunna, and
reason (i.e., properly performing fresh ijtihad).” One has to be ready to break

75 Tajarib, 21.

76 Al-Islam ma‘a al-Hayat, 194.
77 Ibid., 179 ff.

78 Mahraqi, Ma‘arik, 170.

79 Al-Islam ma‘a al-Hayat, 213 ff.
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from the past, especially since some scholars introduced nonsense into the
Sharia such as various legal artifices (hiyal) and superstitions, including even
the marriage of genies!® In an article published in a Lebanese court journal in
1951 titled “Toward a Figh in a New Style,” Maghniyya asserts that the bases of
Sharia rulings are really principles such as freedom, saving of lives, prohibition
of reprehensible things (and so on, in a long list), and that these enduring values
are bound to manifest differently with changing times, in accord with “causes
and needs.” Anything that contradicts those rational principles, he says, is to
be rejected, even if there is agreement among great authorities. Thus Maghniyya
refused a long-accepted rule that a worker who is falsely imprisoned is not owed
his lost wages, an opinion of Ibn Hanbal (not a Shiite figure) that the testimony of
a Bedouin cannot be accepted against a townsman, and so on.

Maghniyya’s proposal raised a firestorm, partly because of its radical
approach and partly because it was thought to disrespect the ulema. The changes
he proposed in actual laws during his life were, however, limited. Change in legal
rulings is more difficult to conceive and bring forward than humanistic univer-
salism or a jurisprudential method, since the texts are very specific and concern
social matters that are morally and culturally sensitive. Maghniyya’s well-known
“Law According to the Five Schools [of Muslim Law]” illustrates the gap between
stated method and result. The book begins with Maghniyya’s exposition of a
hadith in which Adam, the father of humankind, correctly chooses reason as his
first attribute, ahead of religion and decorum (haya’). Anything that is contrary to
reason, Maghniyya explains, cannot in any wise be part of religion, and obstruct-
ing independent legal reasoning (ijtihad), which depends on ‘agl, amounts to
obstruction of religion itself.®> The legal material he presents, however, basically
conforms to traditional law. Maghniyya’s project turns out to be to bring the legal
schools together in an ecumenical spirit while looking to choose the rules among
them that are slightly more lenient.

Maghniyya is also concerned with preserving clerical authority. Although
there cannot be anything in the Sharia that is contrary to ‘aql, the law cannot, he
says, be simply derived from reason (2:266). Religion still has to be taken from the
experts (1:345 ff.). If being able to distinguish good and bad meant total discern-
ment and freedom, society could not function (2:253). Asked by a Lebanese Shiite
living abroad if he had to follow the rulings of a Grand Ayatollah, Maghniyya told

80 Ibid., 217 ff.

81 Mahraqi, Ma‘arik, 145 ff.

82 Al-Figh ‘ala al-Madhahib al-Khamsa (Beirut: Mansharat al-Rida, 1433/2012), 29-30. The au-
thor’s preface is dated 1960.
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the fellow that he was obliged to do so, reassuring him that this would not amount
to “blind conformity” (taglid) since the rulings he followed would be properly
based on the Quran and Sunna.® Agl within Shiite law is deemed the prerogative
of the clerics by virtue of a long course of study and standing in the clerical estate,
and neither Maghniyya nor the reformists who come after him intend to change
that.

Maghniyya did, however, make significant advances in law related to
non-Muslims, a matter that was close to his heart. He seems to have been the first
to reject the ruling peculiar to Shiism that non-believers, including the People of
the Book, are impure. This new approach has gained fairly wide acceptance.®* He
also appears to have been the first Shiite scholar, in 1968, to work on making the
famous phrase contained in Quran 2:256, “There is no compulsion in religion,”
into a principle of tolerance.®

With its emphasis on science, progress, economics, and activism, Magh-
niyya’s reading of ‘aql is thoroughly modern. It is not, however, as far from tra-
ditional Shiite theology as might appear. A path runs from one to the other that
begins even before the adoption of Mutazilite rationalism by Twelver Shiites in the
tenth century. Embrace of rationalism involved migration from a mythical world-
view centered on the miraculous, cosmic figures of the Imams to a systematic,
abstract theology. Undoubtedly, this was a great change. The theme of justice,
however, is fundamental to both worldviews. Shiism had long been characterized
by a messianic promise of justice at the end of time. Rational theology simply
turned justice into a metaphysical principle. With the retreat of the Twelfth Imam
into Occultation, which occurred at about the same time as the turn to rational-
ism, justice in the form of a sure if not quite visible order of the universe would
have been appealing as a parallel to the latent justice of the hidden Imam. The
idea of a hidden order is also central to both pre-rational and rational Shiism. The
traditional Shiite hope of justice depended on a kind of rationalization: as much
as the world seems disordered and wrong, as much as history has gone awry and
the Imams are prevented from rule, a right and certain cosmic order exists behind
it all and will manifest itself one day. In Shiite mythology, the hidden right order
of the universe is personified by the Imams, who are actually identified with ‘agl

83 Al-Shi‘a f1 al-Mizan, 335.

84 Linda Darwish, “Defining the boundaries of sacred space: unbelievers, purity, and the Masjid
al-Haram in Shi‘a exegesis of surah 9:28,” Journal of Shi‘a Islamic Studies 7, no. 3 (2014): 283-319.
85 In his al-Tafstr al-Kashif. See Patricia Crone, ““No Compulsion in Religion’ Q. 2:256 in medi-
aeval and modern interpretation,” in Le shi‘isme imamite quarante ans aprés: hommage a Etan
Kohlberg, ed. Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi, Meir M. Bar-Asher, and Simon Hopkins (Turnhout:
Brepols, 2009), 151.
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in the sense of cosmic intellect. Subsequently in rationalist theology, the hidden
order is guaranteed by reason (‘agl) in the abstract sense of rationalism.

The shift from an esoteric to theological (metaphysical) “right order” would
have been facilitated by the considerable attention already paid in the tradition
to ‘agl. In the mythological world of pre-rational Shiism, ‘agl could not and did
not imply anything as systematic and abstract as rationalism. As Amir-Moezzi has
shown, it referred to a cosmogonic structure in which universal reason is opposed
to ignorance or jahl. Agl along with the corresponding human faculty capable of
acquiring “transcendent knowledge” is associated with good and the host of good
qualities that attend it, while jahl is associated with evil and its hosts.®¢ Neverthe-
less, the moral structure here provides a fine basis for a shift to rationalism. All
that is needed is to do the usual work of theology by making reason, ignorance,
good and bad into abstract (demythologized) concepts and systematizing them.®”

The further shift to rationality accomplished by Maghniyya and others in
modern times is ultimately based on the same ancient ideas. Justice should be
realized; the only change (a momentous one) being that it should be realized in
the present. The people should work to actualize the hidden order of the universe
called Reason; it should be demonstrated and made visible. The reason said to
be placed by God in all humans is actualized as a principle of social and political
relations.

Veneration of the Imams also continues through the different stages of Shiite
thought. To say, as Moezzi does, that jurisprudence “replaced the teachings of
the Imams” as a consequence of the rise of rationalism, that the interiority of
Shiism was lost, or that attachment to the Imams was replaced by “servile imita-
tion (tagqlid) of the all-powerful jurist” seems intemperate.®® The jurists own only
a part of ‘agl—ratiocination is in fact the least part—while the Imams continue to
possess and personify fulsome, universal reason. The Prophet, as Muhammad
Jawad Maghniyya, a jurist of the twentieth century, says, is “perfect in reason,”
while the reason of the scholars is fallible (2:161).

Sanctified personalities evolve as characteristics valued by their devotees
are ascribed to them. Thus ‘Ali becomes a leader and exemplar also in ratio-

86 Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi, The Divine Guide in Early Shi‘ism: The Sources of Esoterism in
Islam, tr. David Streight (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994), chapter 1.

87 For instance, the old tradition that the prophets and Imams are the “exterior proof” of God
while ‘aglis the “interior proof,” a statement about salvation through personalities and transcen-
dent knowledge (see Amir-Moezzi, Divine Guide, 9), is made into the rationalizing theological
statement quoted above about the harmony of reason and revelation, “Reason is religion from
the interior and religion is reason from the exterior.”

88 Amir-Moezzi, Divine Guide, 139.
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nal thought. Imam ‘Ali, who functions in Shiite lore overall as a wisdom figure,
comes to be regarded as “the lord of the philosophers and their great teacher,”
as Maghniyya says.® Maghniyya frequently cites wise sayings attributed to ‘Ali
about human ‘aql to support his modernist ideas. Although he does not dwell
on it, his idea about reason being rooted in experience (tajriba) appears also to
be inspired by a series of sayings attributed to ‘Ali that talk about a necessary
relation between ‘agl and tajriba.® I have also cited a passage above in which the
transcendent ‘agl of ‘Ali is imagined by Maghniyya to compass and exemplify the
rationality he wants to make out of reason. At the same time, he does not neglect
dicta from ‘Ali and the Prophet about the more traditional, moral meanings of ‘aql.
“Sound reason” (‘aql salim) is said to bring one close to God;** faith comes about
through the “inspiration (wahi) of reason and conscience (damir)” (2:383-84);
‘agl calls to good deeds against the impulses of ignorance (jahl) (1:285); ‘aql is
that by which God is worshipped and heaven gained®—and so on. The wonderful
personalities of the Imams have not been eclipsed by changes in Shiism, but have
rather moved along with them.

It is interesting that Maghniyya, for all his rather dry insistence on reason as
the guarantor of belief, also offers more experiential accounts of faith that testify
to its highly personal nature and the power of traditional Shiite piety. Apart from
reason, he says, knowledge may be gotten through instinct or intuition (fitra).
There are also “proofs” of religion that come up in one’s life, unique in the life
of each person (2:384 ff.). One wonders if his miraculous escape from Beirut to
Najaf, helped by an Armenian driver who spirited him across the Syrian and Iraqi
borders even though he had not been able to afford the fees for a passport, might
be such a proof. In his autobiography he blesses the unknown Armenian, saying

89 Fada’il Imam Ali, 50; see also Ali wa-al-Qur'an: Ali ma‘a al-Qur’an wa-al-Qur'an ma‘a ‘Ali
(Beirut: al-Maktabat al-Ahliyya, n.d.), 41. ‘Ali’s wisdom or hikma, Maghniyya says, is a personal
quality, different from ‘Ali’s knowledge that came from the Quran and Prophet, since that is “be-
yond the reach of intellects” (ibid.).

90 Discussed in ‘Abd al-Rahman Va’ili, “Jaigah-i ‘Aql va-Tajriba dar Nahj al-Balagha,” Majalla-i
Nahj al-Balagha, nos. 15 and 16 (2006): 95-118. http://www.balaghah.net/nahj-htm/far/id/ma-
ghaleh/ejtemaei/16.htm Accessed 19/09/2014. Al-Sadr and Fadlallah talk about ‘agl and tajriba
in ways that suggest influence from Maghniyya, supposing they have not also built directly on
these texts. Their ideas on tajriba are summarized in Richard Lux, “Revolution and the will to
change: cosmology, cognition, and the mechanics of transformation in the thinking of Muham-
mad Husayn Fadlallah, Muhammad Bagqir al-Sadr, and Mao Tse Tung” (PhD diss., University of
Utah, 2007).

91 Nafahat Muhammadiyya, 87.

92 Discussed along with other like sayings in Amir-Moezzi, Divine Guide, 10.



‘Agl (Reason) in Modern Shiite Thought =—— 309

that it was the first kindness he had ever known from a human being.”* He also
writes about the value of a faith based not on reason, but “taken in like mother’s
milk” from one’s family and environment. This faith, he admits, may be stronger
than the rational kind;** though he was only five when his mother died, he still
remembered her extravagant love for the Imams in his later life, as well as the
mourning and weeping of the village priest, his regretted father, for their suffer-
ings (2:377 ff).
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Sarah Eltantawi

Tast Did Not “Opt Out”: Shiite Jurisprudence
and the Solidification of the Stoning
Punishment in the Islamic Legal Tradition

This essay' attempts to cast the stability of stoning punishment in the Islamic
legal tradition into sharp relief by examining how Muhammad b. al-Hasan b. ‘Ali
Abt Ja‘far al-Tasi (d. 1066—-67), instrumental in developing the Shiite jurispruden-
tial tradition, treats the punishment in his works. I closely read Tiisi’s discussions
of the stoning punishment to open up larger questions of legality and author-
ity in that period of the formation of Islamic jurisprudence. I hypothesize that
while Tiisi’s moment opened the possibility for Shiite scholars to “opt out” of the
stoning punishment, and in spite of evidence of his own ambivalence toward it in
his earlier work, Tiisi did not take this option. This is perhaps because of increas-
ing pressures Tiisi’s community came under in Baghdad.

Professor Ahmad Mahdavi-Damghani’s methodology fundamentally informs
my approach to this material, though I can only aspire to his erudition. During a
yearlong private study with Professor Mahdavi-Damghani as a doctoral student at
Harvard University, he systematically read with me both Sunni and Shiite hadith
collections and later legal works to identify patterns across the tradition’s grap-
pling with the stoning punishment. Professor Mahdavi-Damghani made no dis-
tinction between Shiite and Sunni texts during our course of study, and had equal
tactile facilitation with both traditions across genre, reading them against one
another or to inform one another.

I ask: what can TiisT’s treatment of the stoning punishment in his hadith col-
lections and ustil works, written approximately five hundred years after Shafi‘,
tell us about the place of stoning in the Islamic legal tradition as a whole? In
keeping with Professor Mahdavi-Damghani’s method, I look at how TiisT’s dis-
cussions of legal material echo legal rulings derived from previous ahadith col-
lections or the logics of previous Sunni jurisprudents. Terms Tiisi uses, including
muhsan (a person who has contracted a marriage), bikr (an unmarried adulterer),
thayb (a married person), taqiyya (dissimulation), naskh (abrogation), and takhsis

1 I'would like to express my deep gratitude to this volume’s editors for their efforts to honor Pro-
fessor Ahmad Mahdavi-Damghani. I would also like to thank S. Ali Aghaei, Aun Hasan Ali, and
Yasmin Amin for their insights and suggestions for sources. Finally, I am grateful to the EUME
program at the Forum Transregionale Studien at the Wissenschaftskolleg zu Berlin for providing
a productive and supportive research environment.
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(specification) all echo deeper and earlier epistemological debates. Tiisi’s general
adherence to the Sunni resolutions of these debates, despite opportunities to “opt
out” of the stoning punishment, can be read as “the exception that proves the
rule” for the legality of the controversial stoning punishment: the continuity of
the tradition overrode epistemological or moral concerns about its provenance,
authenticity, and intellectual cohesion with principles of Islamic jurisprudence.
This fact did not prevent Professor Damghani from frequently expressing his own
deep reservations about the punishment, and he always took pains to point out
how reluctant jurists were to legalize the punishment, how exceptional the pun-
ishment is, and how many meanings the word rajm (stoning) has (one of our tasks
was to read and dissect its Lisan al-Arab entry). The incongruence between the
punishment’s severity and Professor Damghani’s sense of the tradition’s funda-
mental mercy on occasion brought him to tears.

The stoning punishment is one of the most epistemologically controversial
in the Islamic intellectual tradition, which is to say that in both the Sunni and
Shiite legal traditions, it stands on shaky ground. This is because 1) the punish-
ment is of demonstrably foreign origin (ancient Near Eastern and Judaic law);
2) it does not exist in the Qur’an; 3) a different punishment for the same crime
of zina (illegal sexual activity, which includes pre- and extramarital sex, often
rendered “adultery” in English) does exist in the Qur’an, which is flogging; 4)
the hermeneutic devices developed to legalize stoning, takhsis (specification)
and a particular form of naskh (abrogation), leave the epistemological structure
of legal argumentation open to contradiction by introducing the Platonic notion
of al-lawh al-mahfiiz (a version of the Qur’an that is a heavenly scroll), leaving
open the possibility that the earthly Qur’an is imperfect; and 5) The Shiites devel-
oped their jurisprudential tradition approximately five hundred years after the
Sunnis, therefore at times referring to their Sunni counterparts as a starting point.
In spite of this, the Shiites found their way around the fact that in the Sunni tradi-
tion, the stoning punishment is in significant part figh ‘Umar b. al-Khattab, who
is reviled in the Shiite tradition. Despite these problems, the stoning punishment
was deemed important enough to legalize in both legal traditions. I examine here
how the stoning punishment is treated by Shaykh al-Tiisi in three of his major
works, and in so doing offers thoughts (that can only ever be speculative) as to
why Tiis1 accepted the complex intellectual regime developed by his predecessors
to legalize stoning.

The intellectual reasons for the choice to legalize stoning are nowhere explic-
itly spelled out in the exegetical or legal writings that take it up. Therefore, one
can only offer hypotheses as to why stoning was deemed necessary to legalize. I
consider three possible reasons in this essay. First, the notion that there is some-
thing about the stoning punishment that solidifies the authoritative heft of hadd,
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and penal laws more generally, which themselves lend existential weight to the
legal tradition as a whole. The second reason stoning was legalized was because
of its dependence on the authority of ‘Umar b. al-Khattab, the Sunni tradition’s
second caliph. The third, specific to Tasi, is perhaps his sense that to oppose the
Sunni consensus on stoning would yield his community diminishing returns.

Tasr’s Significance

Tasi’s Ahkam make up one of four canonical books (al-Kutub al-Arba‘a) of Imami
hadith.? Born in Tas in 385/995, his works’ influence earned him the honorific
Shaykh al-Ta’ifa (al-Imamiyya) or, simply, al-Shaykh.? He lived most of his adult
life in Baghdad where he moved in 408/1017, until Tughril Beg and his fiercely
Sunni Turkish warriors made the capital an increasingly dangerous place for the
Shiite community. The Buwayhis ruled Baghdad before Turghril Beg’s rise, and in
their time Tiisi enjoyed the sympathies of the rulers, facilitating free intellectual
exchange between Sunni and Shiite scholars. In this period Shiite scholars no
doubt were exposed to Shafi‘T’s principles of jurisprudence (usil al-figh) works
Tiis1 may even have begun his career as a Shafi‘i. But repression of the Shiites in
Baghdad led him to move to a quarter in Karkh. In spite of repression even there,
his home became an intellectual center of both Sunni and Shiite scholars in the
region. He died in Najaf as his era’s preeminent scholar, having composed fifty
books.*

Tasi elaborates on stoning in five of his works, among which I concentrate
on three. His first major collection is al-Istibsar (1375-76), which is a summary of
al-Tibyan, and is the first great Imami rationalist commentary. His next work is
his great work of exegesis, al-Tibyan fi Tafsir al-Qur’an (1376). Tahdhib al-Ahkam,
along with al-Kafi of al-Kulayni (d. 949) and Kitab man la Yahduruhu al-Fagih of
Ibn Babawayah al-Sadiiq (d. 991), make up the four canonical books (al-Kutub
al-Arba‘a) of Imami hadith. In his Tahdhib, Tasi summarizes a hadith in circula-
tion in Baghdad at the time of his writing, and compares these to the analyses of
his teacher, Abu ‘Abd Allah Muhammad b. Muhammad b. al-Nu‘man al-Ukbari

2 The other three are al-Istibsar (1375-76), also from Tasi, al-Kafi (329/949) of al-Kulayni, and
Kitab man la Yahduruhu al-Faqih (381/991) of Ibn Babawayah al-Sadaq.

3 Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi, “al-Tasi,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2" ed., ed. P. Bearman et al.
Brill Online (2014), accessed June 25, 2013, http://referenceworks.brillonline.com/entries/ency-
clopaedia-of-islam-2/al-t-u-si-SIM_7653.

4 Charles T. Adams, “The Role of Shaykh al Taisi in the Evolution of a Formal Science of Jurispru-
dence Among the Shi‘ah,” Islamic Studies 10, no. 3 (1971): 173-80.
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al-Baghdadi, known as “al-Mufid” (d. 1022) to clarify which of the rulings on the
stoning punishments are legally admissible. Tasi’s al-Mabsiit fi al-Figh (1387) is
a work of principles of jurisprudence (usiul) in which he summarizes his position
on stoning. Finally, al-Nihaya fi Mudjarral al-Figh wa al-Fatawa (1390) is Tas1’s
last work of usiil.

Taisi gave shape to Shiite legal theory. ‘Ali b. Abi Talib’s traditions were refined
and expanded by later Imams, with the fifth and sixth, Muhammad b. ‘Ali (d. 732)
and Ja‘far b. Muhammad (d. 675), playing particularly prominent roles. A great
mass of traditions on legal matters from Muhammad al-Baqir and Ja‘far al-Sadiq
were collected and passed down to later generations.®

Abi ‘Abd Allah Muhammad b. Idris al-Shafi‘i, the founder of Sunni jurispru-
dence, died in 204/820, two years after Ja‘far b. Muhammad. Because of the pres-
ence of the law-giving Imams in the first four Islamic centuries, Shiite scholars
did not need to formally organize their legal approach to Imami legal material and
subsequent akhbariyyiin and usuliyyiin on a rational basis until over two hundred
years after the Twelfth Imam’s occultation.® By Tasi’s era, profligate reports were
in circulation whose accuracy were not subject to the practice of ascertaining
isnad (chain of narration) or matn (body of text) accuracy. Tasi undertook the
task of ordering and ranking this material, undoubtedly influenced by Shafi’i,
Tasi adopted Shafi‘T’s development of a special form of naskh (abrogation), naskh
al-tilawa diina al-hukm (the abrogation of the recitation of the verse without abro-
gating its legal maxim), to intellectually underpin legalizing the stoning punish-
ment. John Burton calls this moment in Shafi‘i’s writing “the monument to the
triumph of the Sunna over the Qur’an.”” Though Shafi‘i prohibited the Sunna from
abrogating the Qur’an, admitting the stoning punishment into the figh meant a
perpetual, in-built challenge to this principle. On this point, as Joseph Schacht
observed, “Shafi‘i’s theoretical structure collapses.”®

5 Adams, “The Role of Shaykh al Tusi,” 178.

6 John Burton, The Sources of Islamic Law: Islamic Theories of Abrogation (Edinburgh: Edin-
burgh University Press, 1990), 5.

7 John Burton, “The Exegesis of Q. 2:106 and the Islamic Theories of Naskh: ma nansakh min
aya aw nansaha na’ti bi khairin minha aw mithliha,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African
Studies 48, no. 3 (1985): 452—69.

8 Avraham Hakim, “Context: ‘Umar b. al-Khattab,” in Blackwell Companion to the Qur’an, ed.
Andrew Rippin (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), 205-20.
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TasT on Stoning

The scholarly imperative that governed Tais1’s intellectual milieu had shifted from
collecting traditions to articulating principles of jurisprudence and a theory of
law. I am concerned with how in this moment Taisi approaches the stoning pun-
ishment, which was itself problematic for Sunnis. I had suspected that stoning
would have been difficult for Tisi to legalize for all of the reasons confronting
Shafi‘, in addition to some others, among them ‘Umar b. al-Khattab’s indelible
influence on legalizing the punishment.

When the ahadith that mention stoning—both fa‘ali (portraying action) and
gawli (oral)—were transmitted by Malik b. Anas (93/711-179/795), ‘Umar and all of
the companions enjoyed a level of epistemic authority on a par with the Prophet.®
These two ahadith illustrate ‘Umar’s centrality. This first is from Muslim’s hadith
collection:

‘Abdallah b. ‘Abbas reported that ‘Umar b. Khattab sat on the pulpit of Allah’s Messenger
(may peace be upon him) and said: Verily Allah sent Muhammad (may peace be upon him)
with truth and He sent down the Book upon him, and the verse of stoning was included
in what was sent down to him. We recited it, retained it in our memory and understood it.
Allah’s Messenger (may peace be upon him) awarded the punishment of stoning to death
[to the married adulterer and adulteress] and, after him we also awarded the punishment of
stoning. I am afraid that, with the lapse of time, the people [may forget it] and may say: We
do not find the punishment of stoning in the Book of Allah, and thus go astray by abandon-
ing this duty prescribed by Allah. Stoning is a duty laid down in Allah’s Book for married
men and women who commit adultery when proof is established, or if there is pregnancy,
or a confession.”*®

In the extraordinary hadith that follows, from Bukhari’s collection, ‘Umar is
portrayed as hastily warning that he will make a shocking announcement to the
people of Medina to silence “those who wish to deprive the others of their rights
(and challenge the question of rulership).” ‘Abd al-Rahman b. ‘Awf is portrayed
as trying to calm ‘Umar down, urging him to postpone his announcement, as the
hajj season attracts “riff-raff” who are liable to misinterpret or misunderstand
him. ‘Umar does not listen to ‘Abd al-Rahman, and, having arrived in Medina,
reveals the stoning verse. ‘Umar is portrayed as revealing the stoning verse as a
means to strengthen his position in the battle over succession:

9 Muslim ibn al-Hajjaj, Sahth Muslim, trans. ‘Abd al-Hamid Suddiqi (Lahore: Sh. Muhammed
Ashraf Publishers, 1971-74), 912, report 4194.

10 Muhammad ibn Isma‘il al-Bukhari al-Ju‘fi, The Translation of the Meanings of Sahih al-Bukhari,
trans. Muhammad Muhsin Khan (Riyadh: Maktabat al-Riyadh, 1997): 8, 82, report 794.
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Narrated by Ibn ‘Abbas: I used to teach [the Qur’an] to some people of the Muhajiran [emi-
grants], among whom there was ‘Abd al-Rahman b. ‘Awf. While I was in his house at Mina,
and he was with ‘Umar b. Al-Khattab during ‘Umar’s last Hajj, ‘Abd al-Rahman came to
me and said, “would that you had seen the man who came today to Chief of the Believers
[‘Umar], saying, ‘O Chief of the Believers! What do you think about so-and-so who says,
“If ‘Umar should die, I will give the pledge of allegiance to such-and-such person, as by
Allah, the pledge of allegiance to Abti Bakr was nothing but a prompt sudden action which
got established afterwards.” ‘Umar became angry and then said, ‘Allah willing, I will stand
before the people tonight and warn them against those people who want to deprive the
others of their rights [the question of rulership].” ‘Abdur-Rahman said, ‘I said, “O Chief of
the Believers. Do not do that, for the season of Hajj gathers the riffraff and the rabble, and
it will be they who will gather around you when you stand to address the people. And I am
afraid that you will get up and say something, and some people will spread your statement
and may not say what you have actually said and may not understand its meaning, and
may interpret it incorrectly, so you should wait till you reach Medina as it is the place of
emigration and the place of Prophet’s Traditions, and there you can come in touch with
the learned and noble people, and tell them your ideas with confidence, and the learned
people will understand your statement and put it in its proper place.” On that, ‘Umar said,
‘By Allah! Allah willing, I will do this in the first speech I will deliver before the people in
Medina.’ Ibn ‘Abbas added:

We reached Medina by the end of the month of Dhiil Hijja, and when it was Friday, we went
quickly [to the mosque] as soon as the sun had declined, and I saw Sa‘id b. Zaid b. ‘Amr
b. Nafail sitting at the corner of the pulpit, and I too sat close to him so that my knee was
touching his knee, and after a short while, ‘Umar b. Al-Khattab came out, and when I saw
him coming towards us, I said to Sa‘id b. Zaid b. ‘Amr b. Nufail “Today ‘Umar will say such
a thing as he has never said since he was chosen as Caliph.” Sa‘id denied my statement
with astonishment and said, “What thing do you expect ‘Umar to say the like of which he
has never said before?” In the meantime, ‘Umar stood up, and having glorified and praised
Allah as He deserved, he said, “Now then, I am going to tell you something which [Allah]
has written for me to say. I do not know; perhaps it portends my death, so whoever under-
stands and remembers it, must narrate it to the others wherever his mount takes him, but
if somebody is afraid that he does not understand it, then it is unlawful for him to tell lies
about me. Allah sent Muhammad with the Truth and revealed the Holy Book to him, and
in what Allah revealed, was included the Verse of the rajm [the stoning of married person
(male and female) who commits illegal sexual intercourse], and we did recite this Verse and
understood and memorized it. Allah’s Apostle did carry out the punishment of stoning and
so did we after him. I am afraid that after a long time has passed, somebody will say, ‘By
Allah, we do not find the Verse of the rajm in Allah’s Book,” and thus they will go astray by
leaving an obligation, which Allah has revealed. And the punishment of the rajm is to be
inflicted to any married person [male and female] who commits illegal sexual intercourse if
the required evidence is available or there is conception or confession.”*

11 Etan Kohlberg, “The Position of the Walad Zina in Imami Shi‘ism,” Bulletin of the School of
Oriental and African Studies 48, no. 2 (1985): 237-66.
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The Shafi‘i Isma‘ll b. Kathir (d. 1373) adds, after citing this report: “It was also
recorded in the Two Sahihs in the lengthy Hadith of Malik, from which we have
quoted briefly on the portion that is relevant to the current discussion.” ‘Umar b.
al-Khattab is not a source of authority among the Shiite, and, given ‘Umar’s dom-
inance in the Sunni reports, the question is raised as to why and on what basis
the punishment was legalized, at least for Taisi. There are other bases on which to
legalize stoning, but because of ‘Umar’s centrality in the Sunni discussion, Ttisi
could have used ‘Umar’s centrality as a means to “opt out” of the punishment;
but Tasi did not take this decision.

Interestingly, there is a Shiite tradition that holds that ‘Umar is himself a
walad al-zina (a bastard child, product of zina), as Etan Kolberg shows. The walad
al-zina is impure, “a joint product of the zani and the devil, both of whom pazr-
ticipate in the sexual act.”** Some traditions hold that the walad al-zina is char-
acterized by his hatred of ahl al-bayt; Abu Ayyib and 'Umm Salama report that
Muhammad told ‘Ali that walad al-zina, the hypocrite, and the fetus conceived
during a menstrual cycle were the only three categories of persons who would
hate him."® ‘Umar b. al-Khattab is moreover rendered as sharr al-thalatha, the
most evil of the three. Furthermore, according to Kolberg, the idea of an illegiti-
mate offspring is also blamed on ‘Umar, because he introduced the bida‘ (unlaw-
ful innovation) of divorce by three declarations by the husband, which for the
Shiite did not actually terminate a marriage, thus precipitating rampant zina.**
These traditions could also have constituted grounds for Tiisi to reject the stoning
punishment.

One way to circumvent ‘Umar’s centrality in the figh of zina, is for Shiite
authorities to be presented in hadith traditions as protagonists for stoning. In his
hadith collection Tahdhib, Tisi gives the following reports, which were circulat-
ing in the Baghdad of his time:

‘Ali, may God be pleased with him, struck (yadrub) the old man and the old woman with one
hundred [lashes] and stoned them, and stoned the muhsan and the muhsana and flogged
the unmarried man and the unmarried woman and exiled them for a year.” ‘Ali came upon
a woman who had committed zind, so she killed her child in secret, so ‘Ali called for her and
flogged her one hundred stripes and then stoned her, and she was the first that he stoned.*

12 Ibid., 239.

13 Ibid., 242.

14 Muhammad ibn Hasan Tasi, Tahdhib al-Ahkam fi Hudid al-Zind, (Juz’ 10.2) (Tehran: Dar
al-Kutub al-Islamiyya, 1351/1972), report 11.

15 Ibid., report 11.

16 Ibid., report 16.
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No such report describing a woman who killed her offspring exists in the
Sunni tradition, whereas it is often the case that similar narratives are found
in Sunni accounts, just with different protagonists in Shiite narrations. Further
grounding the stoning punishment in the Shiite tradition, Tiisi provides a report
representing Ja‘far as declaring that for the muhsan and muhsana the punishment
is one hundred lashes followed by stoning."”

Having established that Shiite legal authorities practiced the punishment,
Tisi takes up the most important controversy presented by stoning: the notion
that two punishments can be assigned for the same crime of zina. Tisi begins
with a summary of currently circulating ahadith concerning stoning in Baghdad
(779-83/1378-82). Since the Shiite community was enjoying a period of stability
and intellectual dominance, there was a healthy environment for the circulation
of multiple Shiite hadith traditions. Tiisi does not analyze the isnad of the ahadith
that he provides in full, focusing instead on comparing the ahadith’s mutiin
(textual bodies) to his teacher al-Mufid’s preferred traditions.

The first series of ahadith regarding zind are on the question of combining the
stoning and flogging punishments. I am not including the isnad of these ahadith
in these short summaries nor do I include a discussion of their isnad because this
endeavor would massively expand the scope of this analysis, and because Tiisi
himself does not base his critique of these traditions on their isnad, but on their
mutiin. The reports concerning the muhsan and the muhsana are these:

Men and women cannot be stoned without four witnesses of penetration, and the [witness-
ing of penetration] must be as the staff in a bottle of khul (ka al-mil fi al-makhala).*®

If the free man or the free woman commit zina, they are to be flogged with one hundred
lashes, but the muhsan and muhsana [the man or woman who has at any point contracted
a marriage] must be stoned.*

The muhsan [a person who has contracted a marriage] is to be stoned, and the man who has
possessed a marriage contract (gad amlaka) but did not penetrate should be flogged one
hundred stripes and exiled.?®

If the old man (shaykh) committed zina and flogging is required followed by stoning as a
punishment for them; and if he committed zina half way; if the man is a muhsan the pun-

17 Ibid., report 2.
18 Ibid., report 6.
19 Ibid., report 8.
20 Ibid., report 10.
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ishment is stoning and not flogging, and if it is a young man (al-shab) the punishment is
flogging and exile for one year.”

Distinguishing between the muhsan (person who has contracted a marriage) and
the unmarried person or never previously married person (virgin, in theory) is
central to making the legal distinction (takhsis) between who is to be stoned and
who is to be flogged. The third report even introduces the notion that zina can
be committed “half way”—an echo of the binary introduced by takhsis. Before
examining how Tasi adjudicates among these traditions, let us review the rele-
vant Qur’an verses and ahadith that concern zina.

Relevant Qur’an Verses

The Qur’an addresses the crime of zina@ and/or mandates flogging for the crime in
the following verses:

4:15:

If any of your women is guilty of unnatural offense, bring four of your witnesses to give
evidence; if they testify against them, retain them in the houses until death overtakes them
or God provides some other way for them.?

4:16:

And the two who commit it among you, dishonor them both. But if they repent and correct
themselves, leave them alone. Indeed, Allah is ever accepting of repentance and Merciful.”

“Al-ladhani,” the dual form, is used here, which refers to both genders. Hence
there is a category of female in verse 16 that is distinct from verse 15. In any case,
verse 4:15 is considered to have been abrogated (mansiikh) by verse 24:2, which is
the verse therefore most cited in figh al-zina:

The adulteress and adulterer should be flogged a hundred lashes each, and no pity for them
should deter you from the law of god, if you believe in God and the Last Day; and a body of
believers should witness the punishment.?*

21 Ahmed Ali (trans.), Al-Qur'an: A Contemporary Translation (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 1993), 74.

22 Ibid., 74.

23 Ibid., 74.

24 Ihid., 298.
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Note that the female fornicator starts the Qur’anic injunction against zind. In the
subsequent verses when the marrying agent is the subject of the sentence, that
subject is male. Hence the Qur’anic text casts the marrying agent in marriage as
male. In verse 24:3:

The adulterer can marry no one but an adulteress or his partner (in the act).
This is forbidden [to] the believers.?®

Verse 24:3’s restriction on adulteress’s legal future marrying partners echoes
the Old Testament ruling that a rapist must marry the virgin that he has forcibly
deflowered. The Islamic rendering introduces egalitarianism to this concept. In
verse 24:4, however: Those who defame chaste women and do not bring four wit-
nesses should be punished with eighty lashes, and their testimony should not be
accepted afterwards, for they are profligates.?®

No opportunity is given to defame chaste men. This reinforces men as the
agents of marriage and female virgins as its passive recipients. Casting the male
as marrying agent is also found in verse 24:6-7:

(6) Those who accuse their wives and do not have any witnesses except themselves, should
swear four times in the name of God, the testimony of each such person being that he is
speaking the truth.?”” (7) And [swear] a fifth time that if he tell a lie the curse of God be on
him.?®

A man is able to accuse his wife of adultery without four witnesses, provided he
swears a fifth oath to God that he is telling the truth. The Qur’an is silent as to
whether a wife can make the same accusation. According to verse 24:8, a wife
has an opportunity to escape punishment if she swears to God that her husband
is a liar, but the Qur’an is silent on whether she may make a similar accusation
against her husband: the woman’s punishment can be averted if she swears four
times by God as testimony that her husband is a liar.* Finally, verse 24:9 asserts
that she will be punished if her testimony defending herself against the accusa-
tions of her husband is untrue: her fifth oath being that the curse of God be on her
if her husband should be speaking the truth.*°

25 Ibid.

26 Ibid.

27 Ibid.

28 Ihid.

29 Ibid.

30 Muhammed ibn Hassan al-Tasi, al-Tibyan fi Tafsir al-Qur’an (Tehran: Maktabat Nir al-Raq-
miyya, 1351/1972), 405.
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Stoning is not mentioned in the Qur’an. The stoning punishment comes from
the Prophet’s Sunna. Since there is a punishment in the Qur’an, flogging (jald),
the punishment of stoning for the same crime appears to “contradict” the Qur’an.

Tusr’s Tafsir of These Verses

Tast’s tafsir (exegesis) of the most significant zina verses can be found in his
Tibyan. The tafsir of 4:15, which is,

If any of your women is guilty of unnatural offense, bring four of your witnesses to give
evidence; if they testify against them, retain them in the houses until death overtakes them
or God provides some other way for them.*

The interpretation of this verse is as follows:

This verse has been abrogated. The reason is that the first priority is: if a woman had com-
mitted zina and the four witnesses had been brought against her, she would have been
imprisoned in her home until she died. This was abrogated by the stoning punishment for
al-muhsan and flogging for al-bikrayn.*?

Exegetes take advantage of the ambiguity provided by the last phrase of this
Qur’anic verse (aw yaj‘al Allah lahunna sabilan, “or until God finds a way for
them”) to posit the legality of the stoning punishment. Tasi explains how this is
accomplished:

The unmarried person who commits zina is to be flogged one hundred stripes, and the
married person [or person who has contracted a marriage] is to be stoned. And the unmar-
ried person is also to be exiled for one year [on this issue of exile there are differences
among the scholars].

On the question of exile, the best path is the ijtihad (Interpretation) of the Imam, and for
those sentenced to stoning, he should be flogged first and then stoned in the interpretations
of most of our predecessors [such as Hassan, Qatada, ‘Abada b. al-Samit, and others that we
mentioned in al-Khilaf]. But there are some of our predecessors who say, this combining of
punishments is limited to the old man and the old woman (al-shaykh wa al-shaykha), and if
they are not an old man or an old woman, they are not subject to anything except stoning.
And most jurists (fugaha) do not combine the punishments. There is consensus on stoning
and no debate; and there is consensus among the Shiites (wa ‘alayhi ijma“ al-t@’ifa), and no
one disagrees except the Khawarij.*

31 Ibid., 142.
32 Ibid., 142.
33 Ibid., 405.
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We see here that Tiisi goes to some lengths to avoid endorsing the legality of
assigning two punishments for the same crime. He concludes here that such
a combination is only legal for the old man and the old woman (al-shaykh wa
al-shaykha). Tusi presumably has to admit this exception because the hadith
regarding the old man and the old woman are prodigious and establish the dual
punishment clearly, but it is also clear that there is ambivalence and controversy
regarding the notion that any Muslim should be punished twice for the same
crime. This is one of several ways the stoning punishment sits uncomfortably
in the Islamic legal structure, and one of several “outs” Tiisi could have opted
to take from the stoning punishment altogether. I suspect that the imperative to
remain within the Sunni consensus on this issue trumped the credible possibility
at this point of opting out of the punishment.

In the tafsir of 24:2, Tiisi states that the male and female adulteress should be
flogged, but that if they were (or if one of them is) muhsan, they should be stoned.
On this ruling, he writes, there is no opposing view (la khilaf). He says that there
are “some of us among the Shi’a (al-khdss) that hold that the old man and the old
woman (al-shaykh wa al-shaykha) should be flogged and then stoned, but if they
were young people (shabayn) who were both muhsan, they are not subject to any-
thing but stoning.”>* Here again Tisi is forced to repeat the controversial ruling of
double punishment for the old man and the old woman, but he quickly follows it
up, as if to diminish the first clause, with the ruling that young people are not to
be subjected to double punishment.

Tasi finally lays out the conditions for ihsan that must be met to qualify for
the stoning punishment:

1. Have a spouse that he goes to and leaves (for sexual intercourse) continu-

ously

2. A free man or woman

3. A slave cannot be a muhsan

Relevant Ahadith

A major reason TiisI cannot easily “opt out” of the stoning punishment is the
presence of several circulating hadith traditions that clearly sanctify the punish-
ment. As mentioned, Tiisi does not engage in isnad analysis of these ahadith, but
instead repeatedly states that there is ijma‘ (consensus) on this question, which
clearly suggests that remaining within the ijma°“ of al-‘@mma (the general commu-

34 Ibid.
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nity, or, the Sunnis) is his priority. We should note that the Tibyan, Tisi’s great
tafsir, is one of his later works, and thus was written during a time when his com-
munity was entering into a period of repression by the newly ascendant Sunni
regime in Baghdad. It is also the Shiite community’s first great rationalist com-
mentary, and, as such, marks the moment that its scholars had to demonstrate
its intellectual heft and seriousness to an increasingly hostile majority. In this
context, it is easier to imagine that Tiisi would not have wanted to risk the com-
munity’s assimilation by opting out of a punishment that, while controversial
even to Sunni scholars, had come to take on an odd kind of intellectual weight,
perhaps because so much intellectual labor had to be undertaken to legalize it.
In other words, the Sunni majority had already doubled down on this controver-
sial punishment, and the price of “opting out” was perhaps too high for Tasi, as
hadith traditions were too numerous and entrenched at this point.

This hadith distinguishes between thayb (married adulterers), a term that
Tasi uses interchangeably with muhsan (because thayb is used in certain relevant
hadiths) and bikr (unmarried) ones:

Malik related to me from Ibn Shihab from ‘Ubaydullah b. ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Utba b. Mas‘ud that
Abu Hurayra and Zayd b. Khalid al-Juhani informed him that two men brought a dispute
to the Messenger of Allah, may Allah bless him and grant him peace. One of them said,
“Messenger of Allah, judge between us by the Book of Allah!” The other, who was the wiser
of the two, said, “Yes, Messenger of Allah, judge between us by the Book of Allah and give
me permission to speak.” He said, “speak.” He said, “My son was hired by this person and
he committed fornication with his wife. He told me that my son deserved stoning and I
ransomed him for one hundred sheep and a slave-girl. Then I questioned the people of
knowledge and they told me that my son deserved to be flogged with one hundred lashes
and exiled for a year, and they informed me that the woman deserved to be stoned.” The
Messenger of Allah, may Allah bless him and grant him peace, said, “By Him in whose Hand
my self is, I will judge between you by the Book of Allah. As for your sheep and slave-girl,
they should be returned to you. Your son should have one hundred lashes and be exiled for
ayear.” He ordered Unays al-Aslami to go [to] the wife of the other man and stone her if she
confessed. She confessed and he stoned her.*

This distinguishing process between the married (muhsan/thayb) adulterer and
the unmarried (bikr) adulterer was the grist for the mill for the introduction of
takhsis (specification) in Sunni usil, which was developed well before Tasi
adopted it. Ibn Kathir expands upon the Qur’anic verse in the excerpt below, and
includes the line: “flog them with one hundred lashes.” Ibn Kathir then moves

35 Malik ibn Anas ibn Malik ibn Abi ‘Amir al-Asbahi, al-Muwatta’, trans. Aisha Abdurrahman
Bewley (New York: Kegan Paul International, 1989), 41.
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seamlessly into a discussion of the takhsis between this Qur’anic punishment
for adultery—flogging—and the hadith-based punishment for zina for married
persons, stoning:

This honorable ayah contains the ruling on the law of retaliation for the person who commits
illegal sex, and details of the punishment. Such a person will either be unmarried, meaning
that he has never been married, or he will be married, meaning that he has had intercourse
within the bounds of a lawful marriage, and he is free, adult and of sound mind. In addition
to this he is to be banished from his homeland for one year, as was recorded in the Two
Sahihs from Abu Hurayrah and Zayd b. Khaild al-Juhani in the hadith about the two Bedou-
ins who came to the Messenger of Allah. One of them said, “O Messenger of Allah, this son
of mine was employed by this man, and committed zina with his wife. I paid a ransom with
him on behalf of my son one hundred sheep and a slave-girl, but when I asked the people of
knowledge, they said that my son should be given one hundred stripes and banished for a
year, and that this man’s wife should be stoned to death.” The Prophet then said:

By the One in Whose Hand is my soul, I will judge between you both according to the Book
of Allah. Take back the slave-girl and sheep, and your son is to be given one hundred stripes
and banished for one year. O Unays — he said to a man from the tribe of Aslam - go to this
man’s wife, and if she confesses, then stone her to death.

Unays went to her and she confessed, so he stoned her to death. This indicates that if the
person who is guilty of illegal sex is a virgin and unmarried, he should be banished in addi-
tion to being given one hundred stripes. But if married, meaning he has had intercourse
within the bounds of lawful marriage, and he is free, adult and of sound mind, then he
should be stoned to death.>®

At this point Tsi gives a report from his master al-Mufid, which reads as a justifi-
cation for takhsis (large crimes versus smaller crimes) that I have not come across
in Sunni tafasir. This justification once again indicates ambivalence about stoning:

Stoning is the punishment from God for big [discretions], and flogging is the punishment
from God for small [discretions], so if the male muhsan commits zind, he should be stoned
and not flogged.>”

There is no elaboration on what it is about the quality of being a muhsan that
implies a “larger” crime. Tiisi here offers further elaboration:

This does not cancel out (la yunafi) reports we have previously relayed with respect to the
necessity to combine the punishments of stoning and flogging, because [this necessity] is

36 Ibid., 2-5.
37 Ibid.
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embedded in two points: the first is that this is outside the realm of tagiyya because this
ruling is not agreed upon by the general population (al-@ma, i.e., Sunnis), and this ruling
does not necessitate tagiyya.*®

The second point Tiisi makes is that:

The purpose of it [combining the stoning and flogging punishments] is for he who is not
an old person (shaykhan) but instead he who is a young man (hadathan). This is because
the person for whom stoning and flogging become a necessity is an old muhsan. And alayhi
al-salam [‘Ali or Ja‘far] broke this down in the narration of ‘Abd Allah b. Talha and ‘Abd
al-Rahman b. al-Hajjaj and al-Halabi and Zarara and ‘Abd Allah b. Sinan, who provided
this narration. This ruling does not cancel out that which was transmitted by Muhammad
b. Qays when he narrated: ‘the old man and the old woman (al-shaykh wa al-shaykha) are
flogged one hundred times.” Here (Qays) did not mention stoning because it is not neces-
sary to mention stoning as there is no debate about its necessity for the muhsan; but he
mentioned flogging, which is a necessity [to carry it out] along with stoning. Flogging must
be carried out along with stoning because the narration was originally separated into two
distinct punishments in case the accused were not muhsanin.*

ThsT’s invocation of tagiyya in the first passage is quite interesting. Taqiyya,
defined variously as accommodation, dissimulation, or protecting the Shiite
community through concealment and dissimulation for reasons of safety, would
have been necessary for the stoning punishment were there consensus among the
Sunnis regarding the punishment. But since there is not, the Shiite community
does not have to adopt taqiyya, since they can rather adopt the intellectual regime
of ambivalence (utilizing takhsis) that uneasily resolved the matter for the Sunnis.
Again, if it had been deemed important enough to opt out of stoning, it could have
been done, even by evoking taqiyya, but this was not the case. The fact that it was
not deemed necessary to opt out of stoning could be because stoning was not an
actual issue during this period of Islamic history (in fact, I believe stoning was
not meaningfully practiced in Islamic history until the contemporary moment). It
is also possible that Shiite scholars saw the logic in the regulation of gender and
sexuality norms that I believe undergirds the early adoption of the stoning pun-
ishment. If this theory is true, it helps explain why the punishment was pinned
on ‘Umar, who was known for his harsh attitude towards women in public spaces.

The contemporary Shiite jurisprudent Al-Sayyid ‘Abd al-Karim al-Misi
al-Ardabili hints at further evidence for my theory that by the time Tiisi wrote

38 Tahdhib al-Ahkam, 6.
39 ‘Abd al-Karim al-Masawi al-Ardabili, Figh al-Hudid wa al-Ta‘zirat: Yahtawi ‘ala Buhiith
Hamma Mustahdatha (Qum: Maktabat Amir al-Mu’minin, 1372/1993), 443.
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his Tibyan, the pressures on the Shiite community were such, that they had to
abandon their misgivings about stoning. Ardabili gives a report from Tiisi, which
indicates why, at least in his Tibyan, he expressed hesitancy about takhsis:

That which Shaykh al-Tiisi narrated with a chain of transmission from Yiinis b. ‘Abd al-Rah-
man, from ‘Aban, from Abi ‘Abbas in the Sahih [Bukhari] from Abi ‘Abd Allah, has said: “The
Prophet of God stoned, but he did not flog. And they recalled that ‘Ali stoned in Kufa and
flogged—but Abu ‘Abd Allah disputed this, saying, ‘we do not know that.’ Yinis said: “We
do not find a man who suffered two punishments for one instance of guilt.”*®

According to Ardabili, Tisi says of this narration in his Tahdhib al-Ahkam:

That which Yiinis transmitted is not evident (fi zahir al-khabar), because there is nothing
to substantiate it. Rather what Yiinis says is, “We do not know that.” What we do know
is based on the Prophet of God’s saying that [one should stone] and not flog, because he
answers the questioner with two rulings: the first is narrated by the Prophet, and the other
from Amir al Mw'minin.**

However, Ardabili tells us, in Tiisi’s Nihaya, Khilaf and Kitab al-Akhbar, which are
later works, he contradicts this stance and ceases to express his earlier doubts
about the legality of sentencing two punishments for the same crime, stating
that for the older person (al-shaykh) the punishment is stoning and flogging, but
for the young man or woman (al-shabb wa al-shabba) the punishment is only
stoning. Tasi’s later usil al-figh (principles of jurisprudence) work Al-Mabsiit fi
al-Figh is a mature work that assimilates the analyses of traditions offered in the
earlier works and states “results.” In al-Mabsiit, the legality of stoning is sum-
marized into two categories: the married person (al-thayb) and the unmarried
person (al-bikr). The thayb is made interchangeable with al-muhsan.

The punishment (hadd) for the married person, according to some (ashabina) is flogging
followed by stoning, and there are others who say, this is only the case for the old man
and the old woman (al-shaykh wa al-shaykha), and if they are young people, then it is
only stoning, and some who differ from [both of these positions] say only stoning without
making any distinctions, and some say to combine the two punishments without making
any distinctions. As for the unmarried person, they are to be flogged and exiled to a foreign
country if they are male, and no exile for women, and some say the woman too should be
exiled. Exile is a must for us [the Shiite] and some say it is up to the discretion of the Imam
whether s/he is exiled or put under [house] arrest. It then goes on to discuss the conditions
for being a muhsan, which include being of sound mind and free.**

40 Ibid.
41 Ibid, 445.
42 Jilal al-Din ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Suyiti, Itqan fi ‘Ulam al-Qur’an (Cairo: al-Turath, 1985), 61.
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Naskh and the Legacy of Shafi‘l

Al-Shafi‘I’s*® reconciliation of the stoning punishment with Islamic law leaves the
single most powerful jurisprudential legacy for subsequent scholars to reckon
with. Shafi'1 held that Sunna, including hadith, couldn’t abrogate the Qur’an. This
rule was circumvented to legalize stoning though several means. One was ‘Umar’s
hadith, discussed above, claiming the existence of a verse that did not make it
into the book of God, but that has nonetheless been recited. This “hidden verse,”
located in what Jalal al-Din al-Suyti (d. 910/1505) calls “al-lawh al-mahfiiz,” was
abrogated in its recitation, but not in its legal maxim value in a form of abrogation
called naskh al-tilawa diin al-hukm, which we explained earlier. I have not seen
counterevidence for the assertion that Shafi'i developed this form of abrogation
to legalize the stoning punishment in particular. As Burton says, “Of all the dis-
puted questions in the figh, and especially in the usiil, none is richer in variety of
treatment, or fuller in its appeal to Qur’an and Sunna sources, or more acute in
tension as to the relative weight that the fugaha’ were alleged to have accorded
to each of the sources than that of the penalties for fornication and adultery.”**

Malik b. Anas (d. 179/795), however, was explicit in his assertion that Sunna
does supersede the Qur’an on the issue of stoning. According to Maliki jurist Abu
‘Abd Allah Al-Qurtubi (d. 671/1273):

Malik admitted this principle [Sunna superseding Qur’an], but Shafi‘i denied it, although
the fugaha’ all admit, in the instance of the penalty for the adulterer, that the flogging
element of Q 24:2 has been allowed to lapse in the case of those offenders who are con-
demned to death by stoning. There is no explanation for the abandonment of the flogging
element other than that the penalty all now acknowledge is based on the Sunna, i.e. the
practice of the Prophet.*

Though naskh al-tilawa diin al-hukm is a Shafi‘i doctrine, other madhahib began
to argue that instances of Qur’anic verses that were “missing” were located in
“another” Qur’an. Hence the introduction of the Platonic notion of the “perfect”
Qur’an in the heavenly sphere that cannot escape comparison to the presum-

43 Abrogations Shafi‘l admits within his theory: 4:15-16 (confinement and adha) abrogated by
24:2 (one hundred lashes). 24:2 clarified by the hadith of ‘Ubaddah “Take it from me, take it from
me, God has appointed a way” which tells us that 24:2 is to be limited to the unmarried case. The
hadith of ‘Ubaddah is abrogated by the hadith about the “wife of Aslami” who committed adul-
tery with an employee. This hadith gives the final law as follows: for an unmarried person one
hundred lashes and banishment for a year and for a married person death by stoning.

44 Burton, Sources, 52. (Quoting Qurtubi).

45 Ibid., 7-8.
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ably imperfect one on the earthly sphere. Burton takes this to suggest that the
madhahib worked in dialectic relation during the period of their formation.*® More
specifically, Burton believes the concept was solidified in the period between
Tabari (d. 310/923) and Zamakhshari’s (d. 537/1143) elaborations on the concept.
Burton describes this difference as essentially a battle between Shafi‘i and Malik
as to whether hadith can abrogate Qur’an. While Shafi‘i denies this happens in
the case of stoning, Malik acknowledges that this is what has occurred. This epis-
temological debate, among other reasons, makes stoning perhaps the most con-
troversial of hadd laws.*”

Burton notes Shafi‘i’s move to abrogate the Qur'an with a hadith—even if
that hadith gestures toward a “hidden” Qur’anic verse—marks a strange depar-
ture from the ordinary rules of abrogation: to abrogate a verse in the Qur’an with
another verse, in keeping with the traditional principle of reading the Qur’an with
the Qur’an. Speaking of abrogation more broadly, Burton asserts that anxiety over
what looked like conflicting statements in the Qur’an “spurred the scholar to dis-
cover a way of removing embarrassment and problem at one and the same time.
The concept of naskh was the Muslim’s ingenious response to the stimulus of
embarrassment . . . But the stubborn fact remained obvious to everyone with eyes
to see: that earlier punishment had been established by the Qur’an in Q. 24:2.”74%

For early hadith scholar Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri (d. 124/741-42), learned jurists
themselves often are unaware of the abrogator and abrogated in hadith.*®* When
chronological order is not possible to ascertain, then recourse is made to rules of
preference (al-tarjih) to determine which of the two is stronger and therefore pref-
erable. The primacy of chronological order as a rule governing abrogation—that
is, whichever verse was revealed later takes primacy—itself raises profound theo-
logical problems, as all verses are supposed to be equally divine because they
were revealed by God. Andrew Rippen points out that the notion that Qur’anic
verses follow in a linear subsequence is “remarkably underplayed in classical
Muslim testaments.””® Because latter-chronological supremacy is actually not
accounted for in the sources, Andrew Rippin argues that “the real key to under-

46 Ibid., 65-66.

47 Ibid., 47.

48 Mohammad Hashim Kamali, Principles of Islamic Jurisprudence. (Cambridge: Islamic Texts
Society, 2003). For Kamali, abrogation (naskh) depended upon the possibility of ascertaining a
chronological order between two hadiths—in other words, Kamali argues that wherever possible,
abrogation is deployed to privilege the verse that was later revealed.

49 Andrew Rippin, “The Function of asbab al-nuziil in Qur’anic Exegesis,” Bulletin of the School
of Oriental and African Studies 1, no. 1 (1988): 362.

50 Burton, Sources, 467.
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standing naskh, then, is to realize that it, in fact, resolves conflicts between figh
and the other two sources rather than conflict within the Qur’an and Sunna, at
least when the exegesis of these two is not approached with the baggage of the
figh.” Stoning, which, using normal rules of abrogation, can not be legalized,
is the prime example of what makes abrogation problematic as a practice and
concept.

Abrogation theories that rely on valorizations of mortal, linear time to deter-
mine stoning’s legality suggest that for Islamic exegetes, revelation’s essential his-
toricity was understood. Burton argues that the emphasis on abrogation among
the early exegetes and jurists suggests the presence of a secondary science, usiil
al-figh, since jurists acknowledged the stoning penalty, differing only as to its
source. Since abrogation involves contentious propositions such as “suspending”
Qur’anic rulings, the most expedient route to legalization would be to ground
abrogation theory in Qur’anic verses.> This is precisely what happened.

Therefore succeeding generations of Muslim scholars (Shafi‘is and adherents
to other madhahib) would be left to wrestle with this uneasy “solution” to the
problem of stoning’s absence in the Qur’an, and would have to accept the premise
that there was an invisible “original” Qur’an that the “surviving” Qur’an was left
to reference. Inter-madhhab debates were left to ponder this problem in dialectic
where each had to take into account the innovations of the other. As Burton says,
“This accounts for the incorporation into the literature of the other madhahib a
type of naskh required to be posited only in the Shafi‘i madhhab.”** The Shiite
madhhab, whose jurisprudence is now, in TiisT’s era, undergoing development,
made the decision to participate in this dialectic rather than challenge or “opt
out” of the stoning punishment.

Conclusion

The stoning punishment is controversial because of its uncertain provenance,
and because it contradicts a punishment in the Qur’an for the same crime, zina,
and for Shiite scholars, because of the fact that much of the Sunni sources for
the punishment prominently feature ‘Umar b. al-Khattab. In the Sunni tradition,
the first of these two facts birthed a hermeneutic regimen of specification and a
special form of abrogation that left the tradition with contradiction, ambiguity,

51 Ibid., 7-8.
52 Ibid.
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and potential destabilization. In spite of these dramatic implications, the stoning
punishment was deemed necessary to legalize by both Sunni and Shiite scholars.

Stoning’s legalization presented the problem of two punishments for the
same crime, and the notion that the Sunna could abrogate the Qur’an. To cir-
cumvent this, a form of abrogation was developed that clearly suggests that the
extant Qur’an is incomplete. Writing five hundred years after Shafi‘i, Tiisi could
have “opted out” of this intellectual reasoning, but he did not, choosing instead
to adopt Sunni methodology and conclusions by the end of his career. We can
speculate, then, that perhaps Tiis1 did not think challenging the Sunni consen-
sus on stoning—something Shiite scholars did in other contexts, often necessi-
tating taqiyya—was worth the risk for his community, despite clues that he was
wrestling with stoning’s problems in his earlier works. Ironically, Tiisi may have
chosen this “safer” path because Sunni thinking on the matter was sufficiently
ambivalent enough that Shiite doubts could be quietly accommodated. There is
no real consensus on the issue, Taisi concludes, and so there is no reason to issue
a ruling on it that would potentially compel his community to have to practice
tagiyya. With Tas1’s decision not to “opt out” in the fifth/eleventh century, the
uneasy legality of stoning in the Islamic tradition would continue.
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Tahera Qutbuddin

‘Alr’s Contemplations on this World
and the Hereafter in the Context

of His Life and Times

An important theme of the early Islamic oration (khutba) is contemplating this
world and the next (al-dunya wa al-akhira). These contemplations form a partic-
ularly significant element of the orations of ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib (d. 40/661). ‘Ali was
the first Shi‘a imam and fourth Sunni caliph, an acknowledged master of Arabic
eloquence, a sage of Qur’anic wisdom, a model of piety, and arguably the most
influential orator of Islam. The tenth-century compilation of his words titled Nahj
al-Balagha (Path of Eloquence),* the fifth-/eleventh-century collection Dustiir
Ma‘alim al-Hikam (A Treasury of Virtues),” and other anthologies of his words,>
as well as a large number of early and eclectic historical and literary texts,*

* This paper is dedicated to Professor Ahmad Mahdavi-Damghani, in gratitude for two years
of insightful tutorials at Harvard University reading the Persian works of the Fatimid mission-
ary Nasir-i Khusraw, and for many enriching conversations about the Prophet Muhammad’s ahl
al-bayt. I would also like to thank the Carnegie Corporation of New York for supporting my re-
search on the classical Arabic oration through a grant as Carnegie Scholar (2008-2009), and
the Franke Institute for the Humanities at the University of Chicago for supporting my research
on the sermons of ‘Ali as Franke Fellow (2006-2007). The views expressed here are solely my
responsibility.
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1993).
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Hundred Proverbs of al-Jahiz (New York: New York University Press, 2013).

3 Other extant medieval anthologies of ‘Ali’s words include Tabarsi’s Nathr al-La’ali (Scattered
Pearls), and Amidi’s Ghurar al-Hikam wa Durar al-Kalim (Radiant Maxims and Pearly Sayings).
For a full list, see ‘Abd al-Zahra’, Masadir, 1:66—86.

4 Extant early literary and historical works containing texts of ‘Ali’s sermons, letters and say-
ings include (in chronological order of death dates): Minqgari, Wagq‘at Siffin, 3, 9, 15, 52, 55, 112,
131, and passim (see entry on ‘Ali in Index of Sermons, 613, and Index of Letters, 614); Jahiz, al-
Bayan wa al-Tabyin, 2:50-56, 59-61; Zubayr ibn Bakkar, al-Akhbar al-Muwaffaqiyyat, 325, 347-48;
Ibn Qutayba, ‘Uyiin al-Akhbar, 2:256-58 and passim; Ibn Qutayba, al-Imama wa al-Siydsa, 1:70,
86, 100, 110, 111, 113, 122, 134, 138, 143, 151, 160, 163-66, 170; Baladhuri, Ansab al-Ashraf, 2:192,
272, 317, 320-21, 330, 358; Ya‘qubi, Tarikh, 191-212; Mubarrad, Kamil, 1:19-26, 213, 312-13, 3:208;
Tabari, Tarikh, 4:436, 479, 548, 556, 567, 5:7-8, 1317, 25, 37-38, 45, 48-49, 60, 61-62, 66, 77-80,
84-85, 88, 90, 95, 96, 97, 102, 107-108, 134, 147-48; Ibn A‘tham al-Kafi, Kitab al-Futith, 2:465,
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contain numerous sermons, speeches, letters, aphorisms, and ad hoc statements
attributed to him that typically focus on this world and the hereafter. Within this
profusion, however, one observes—at least at first glance—a clear dichotomy in
his treatment of this world. Despite the similar subthemes and identical rhetori-
cal techniques in all his addresses, we find two radically contradictory positions
articulated, one harshly castigating this world, the other staunchly defending it.
In this paper, I attempt to resolve this dichotomy by contextualizing the material.
I contend that a cohesive sense of ‘Ali’s ideas on this world and the hereafter can
be gained only by examining closely the historical, psychological, and literary
milieus for these texts. By examining the backgrounds of the sermons, we see that
the difference in characterization stems from the difference in context—and that
the message is essentially the same: in all his discourses describing the world,
whether the portrayal is positive or negative, ‘Al is urgently exhorting his follow-
ers to realize the transience of human existence, reject materialism, and lead a
godly life on earth in preparation for the eternal life to come; he is urging them at
all times to be mindful of the hereafter.

This paper employs a multifaceted contextualization. In their theoretical
work on the subject, Rick Rylance and Judy Simmons provide a useful list of the
important types of context, which include the context of the period in terms of
significant social, historical, political, and cultural processes; the context of the
work in terms of the writer’s biography or milieu; the context of a specific passage
in terms of the whole work from which it is taken, and in terms of other works by
the same author; the literary context in terms of the question of generic factors
and period-specific styles; and the different contexts for a work established by
its reception over time.> These classes of context are harnessed collectively to my
analysis, in an attempt to provide an interdisciplinary scrutiny of the texts that
display ‘Ali’s presentation of the theme of this world and the next. Scriptural,
historical, literary, critical, legal, philological, theological, exegetical, and com-
mentary works are mined for relevant information. Together, they paint for us a
rich, many-sided picture of ‘Ali’s Qur’an-based worldview and his enduring liter-
ary legacy.

491-92, 494, 550; Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih, al-‘Iqd al-Farid, 4:63-75; Ibn Shu‘ba al-Harrani, Tuhaf al-
‘Uqiil, 59-167; Mas‘tdi, Murtij al-Dhahab, 2:413-19; Qadi al-Nu‘man, Sharh al-akhbar, 1:157-58,
369-73; Maydani, Majma“ al-Amthal, 2:453-55; Zamakhshari, Rabi* al-Abrar, 1:19, 36, 37, 39, 40,
215-18, 224, 2:13, 14, 16, 27-28 and passim; Muhammad ibn Talha, Matalib al-Sa’ul, 1:205-59; Sibt
Ibn al-Jawzi, Tadhkirat al-Khawass, 119-71.

5 Rick Rylance and Judy Simons, Literature in Context, xxiii.
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Before I get into the details of ‘Ali’s characterizations of the world, I should
say a few words on the provenance of the sermons cited. ‘Ali lived in a largely
oral society, where writing, though known, was infrequent, and was usually
reserved for important documents and inscriptions. ‘Ali’s orations and sayings,
like those of others of his period, were initially produced orally and then for the
most part transmitted by word of mouth over two or three generations. Only after
the introduction of papermaking techniques to the Islamic world in the mid-
eighth century were they systematically transcribed in historical and literary
books. The initial period of oral transmission meant that these materials were
vulnerable to error or fabrication. But scholarly findings of the last few decades
about the nature of orality indicate that the strength of the indigenous Arabian
tradition of oral transmission should not be underestimated. Mary Carruthers
has demonstrated that people of oral societies have prodigious memories, which
they harness to good effect in transmitting their artistic verbal productions,® and
the phenomenal memories of members of early Islamic society are amply docu-
mented. Walter Ong has shown that in an oral society, artistic verbal materials
are underpinned by mnemonic devices of cadenced rhythms and vivid imagery
that help the audience to remember them,” and these devices are clearly visible
in ‘Ali’s oeuvre. And Gregor Schoeler has established that side by side with oral
transmission, eighth-century Arabic scholars wrote down historical and literary
materials as notes to be used as aides-mémoires in teaching.® ‘Ali was one of the
most important and revered personages of early Islam, his eloquence was prover-
bial, and during the four years of his caliphate, he preached long and frequently
to large public audiences. Thus, it is likely that the recorded sermons attributed to
‘Ali possess a genuine core, and a portion of the orations and sayings attributed
to him are authentic, some in essence, some even verbatim. Moreover, given the
consistent, multiple, and early attribution to ‘Ali of certain Qur’an-based themes
and nature-oriented images,® and given their compatibility with the historical
and literary ambience of the time, it is feasible that they represent a true picture
of ‘Ali’s views on this world and the hereafter.

6 Carruthers, The Book of Memory, passim.

7 Ong, Orality and Literacy, passim.

8 Schoeler, The Oral and the Written in Early Islam; Schoeler, The Genesis of Literature in Islam;
Schoeler, “The Relationship of Literacy and Memory in the Second/Eighth Century,” passim.

9 See details of ‘Ali’s Qur’an-based themes and nature-oriented imagery, as well as translations
of some of his key sermons, in Qutbuddin, “Sermons of ‘Ali,” 205-6 and passim.
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Condemnations of This World

‘Ali emphasizes time and again that this world has no value. To point out its total
insignificance, he compares it graphically in his sermons to objects familiar in
the daily lives of people living in first-/seventh-century Arabia that they would
have held in utter contempt: a decaying carcass (jifa),'° residual remnants of food
scraps in the mouth (lumaza),™ the bones of a pig in the hands of a leper (‘iraqi
khinzirin fi yadi majziim),** shreds from the pods of a spiny acacia shrub (huthalat
al-qaraz),” woolfluff floating off a pair of shears as they clip (quradat al-jalam),*
bitter gallnuts (‘afsa magqira, a cancerous growth produced by certain plants to
surround and kill wasp eggs laid on their surface),’ a leaf being chomped in the
mouth of a locust (waraqatun fi fami jaradatin tagdamuha),*® and the sneeze
expectorate or fart of a goat (‘aftat ‘anz).”

‘Al1’s insistence on the insignificance of this world is rooted in the teachings
of the Qur’an. In over forty verses, the Qur’an denounces this world as “a cargo
of deception,”® “play and frolic,” “inconsequential,”*® “[superficial] ornamen-
tation,”? and “[mere] commodities.””> One verse that brings together all these
epithets is Hadid 57:20:

10 Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih, al-‘Iqd al-farid, 4:73; Radi, Nahj al-Balagha, 239; Quda‘i, Dustiir Ma‘alim
al-Hikam, 52; ‘Amili, Kashkiil, 2:119.

11 Radi, Nahj al-Balagha, 727; Maydani, Majma‘ al-Amthal, 2:453.

12 Radi, Nahj al-Balagha, 677.

13 Radi, Nahj al-Balagha, 101; Jahiz, al-Bayan wa al-Tabyin, 2:60-61.

14 Radi, Nahj al-Balagha, 102; Jahiz, al-Bayan wa al-Tabyin, 2:60—-61.

15 Radi, Nahj al-Balagha, 559.

16 Radi, Nahj al-Balagha, 469; Ibn Hamdiin, Tadhkira, 1:97; ‘Amili, Kashkiil, 2:21.

17 Radi, Nahj al-Balagha, 57; Abi, Nathr al-Durar, 1:187; Majd al-Din Ibn al-Athir, Nihdya, 3:164;
Ibn Manzr, Lisan al-‘Arab, ‘-F-T; Zabidi, Taj al-‘Ariis, -F’T.

18 Qur’an, Al ‘Imran 3:185; see also An‘am 6:70 and 130, A‘raf 7:51, Lugman 31:33, Fatir 35:5,
Jathiya 45:35.

19 Qur’an, An‘am 6:32, 70, A‘raf 7:51, ‘Ankabiit 29:64, Muhammad 47:36.

20 Lit.: “little.” Qur’an, Nisa’ 4:77, Tawba 9:38.

21 Qur’an, Qasas 28:60, Bagara 2:212, Yanus 10:88, Ahzab 33:20.

22 Qur’an, Zukhruf 43:35, Shiira 42:36, Ghafir 40:39, Al ‘Imran 3:14.
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see it yellowing, then it becomes dust. The
hereafter brings either a severe punishment,
or it brings forgiveness and acceptance from
God. This worldly life is naught but a cargo of
deception.

In its strongly negative portrayal of this world, the Qur’an sets it up against the
hereafter. ‘Ali frequently uses these Qur’anic appellations in declaring the tran-
sience and insignificance of this world,? and as we shall see, he too presents this
transient world as a foil for the eternal afterlife.

The bitter, sometimes resigned, occasionally irate castigations of the world
in ‘Ali’s sermons and letters are also partly grounded in his troubled historical
context. Early on, he had put his very life on the line, time and again, fighting
in the Muslims’ battles against the Meccans. Muhammad’s death had struck
him hard, as he mourned a deeply revered leader and beloved friend. Moreover,
according to several early historians, ‘Ali believed that the succession to Muham-
mad, wielded by Aba Bakr, ‘Umar, and ‘Uthman for twenty-five years, rightfully
belonged to him. Ibn Hisham, Tabari, Ya‘qlibi, and Ibn Qutayba record ‘Ali’s
initial refusal to accept Abii Bakr as caliph until forced to do so. They also record
‘Ali’s declarations about his own superior right to the caliphate, both immedi-
ately after Muhammad’s death, and later, during the deliberations of the Shiira
committee that appointed ‘Uthman.?* Even after becoming caliph upon ‘Uthméan’s
death, he was faced by revolts from within, one after the other. In the four years
that he ruled, he fought three major battles: the Battle of the Camel against the
Prophet’s widow ‘A’isha and the Prophet’s companions Talha and Zubayr and
the people of Basra, the Battle of Siffin against the Umayyad Mu‘awiya ibn Abi
Sufyan and the people of Syria, and the Battle of Nahrawan against a renegade

23 Cf. Qutbuddin, “Sermons of ‘Ali,” passim.

24 Ibn Hisham, al-Sira al-Nabawiyya, 2:489-90; Ya‘qubi, Tarikh, 2:126; Tabari, Tarikh, 4:231-33,
5:7-8; and Ibn Qutayba, al-Imama wa al-Siyasa, 1:28-33. For details of this issue and further pri-
mary sources see Madelung, The Succession to Muhammad, 28-33, 141, and passim; Madelung,
“Shi‘a,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2" ed., ed. P. Bearman et al. (Leiden: Brill, 1960—2005).
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group from his own army known as the Kharijites or Seceders. Some of his closest
associates and family members were killed at Siffin and in its aftermath. After the
post-Siffin arbitration went against him, most of his supporters pulled back, and
he spent the last few months of his life unsuccessfully persuading them to resume
the fight. Meanwhile, Mu‘awiya was going from strength to strength, taking over
Egypt, and sending raiding parties into the Arabian Peninsula and even Iraq
itself, not far from ‘Ali’s capital, Kafa. This state of affairs continued until ‘Ali was
killed by a Kharijite’s sword while he was praying in the mosque in Kafa. Some
of ‘Ali’s lines quoted in this paper are spoken in defense of his own high moral
grounding vis-a-vis these events. Others are articulated as part of his teaching
oeuvre, in individualized situations as well as more general preaching events.
‘Ali’s strongly personal take on the subject is clear from the repeated use of the
first-person pronoun in many of the descriptive phrases cited above, which read,
to take just two examples: “Your world is worth less in my eyes (fi ‘ayni awha wa
ahwan) than a bitter gallnut,” and it “is less appealing to me (azhadu ‘indi) than
a goat sneeze.” Clearly, each of these phrases is pronounced in a text that comes
out of a very specific, and very personal, context.

One of these specific contexts is the political situation of the time, which
found °‘Al1 at the center of a maelstrom of contentious claims regarding the lead-
ership of the nascent Muslim community.”® The “sneeze of a goat” image is set
explicitly against the background of ‘Ali’s situation vis-a-vis the first three Sunni
caliphs. It comes at the end of the famous (and controversial) oration named the
Shigshiqiyya, in which ‘Ali—after becoming caliph—stated that Abd Bakr, ‘Umar,
and ‘Uthman had earlier assumed the caliphate while knowing full well that
‘Al’’s place in it was as central to it as that of “the pivot in the grinding stone”
(mahall al-qutb min al-rahd).*® The context of this oration can be further elabo-
rated by factoring in the accusations leveled at ‘Ali by his challenger Mu‘awiya
and Mu‘awiya’s associate ‘Amr ibn al-‘As before and after the Battle of Siffin in
36/657, spelled out in their correspondence with him. They charged that he had
been envious of the first three caliphs, and that he had always avidly desired the
caliphate.” ‘Ali responded directly to their accusations elsewhere by letter;?® in

25 For a detailed discussion of this issue, see Madelung, The Succession to Muhammad, passim.
26 Radi, Nahj al-Balagha, 50-57; Abi, Nathr al-Durar, 1:187; Sibt Ibn al-Jawzi, Tadhkirat al-
Khawass, 124-25. For a list of medieval sources citing the Shigshigiyya, see ‘Abd al-Zahra’,
Masadir, 1:309-22. See parts of the Shigshigiyya and similar speeches in Jahiz, al-Bayan wa al-
Tabyin, 2:51; Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih, al-‘Iqd al-Farid, 4:63, 68; and Ibn Abi al-Isba‘, Tahrir al-Tahbir, 383.
27 Mingari, Wagq‘at Siffin, 86-87.

28 Radi, Nahj al-Balagha, 521-22; Minqari, Waq‘at Siffin, 88-91; Ibn Abi al-Isba‘, Tahrir al-
Tahbir, 380-81.
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the Shigshiqiyya oration, he appears to be speaking indirectly to the same allega-
tions. When he says this world means less to him than the sneeze of a goat, he is
in fact stating that he cares nothing for the caliphate and for the worldly benefits
that accrue from it, and that his motive for proclaiming his right to the caliph-
ate is not greed for wealth or power, but the desire to establish God’s religion.
This is made very clear in the phrases immediately preceding the comparison we
are discussing here, where he says: “If God had not made it incumbent upon the
learned to rise up in the face of oppression and help the oppressed ... you would
have found this world of yours less appealing to me than the sneeze-expectorate
of a goat.”

Another context for understanding the background of these harsh criticisms
of the world is what we know from the sources about ‘Ali’s personality, his ascet-
icism (especially in the last few years of his life), his strict ideas about right and
wrong, his fairness with regard to distribution of treasury funds, and his crack-
down on any hint of corruption among his governors.?® Following the conquests,
the Muslim empire had grown large and rich, and as a consequence worldliness
and bribery had spread among the inhabitants of Medina and Kiifa. In contrast,
‘Ali himself lived simply, and he urged his followers to do the same. The asser-
tion about the world being “worth less than bitter gallnuts” was prompted by
the following incident: ‘Ali’s governor in Basra, ‘Uthman ibn Hunayf al-Ansari,
participated in an extravagant wedding celebration. His rich hosts, according to
‘Ali, routinely shunned the poor, and the sources of their wealth were dubious.
‘Ali reprimanded the governor in a letter urging ‘Uthman ibn Hunayf to follow
his own—‘Ali’s—example. And what was ‘Ali’s example? That he took from this
world only the bare necessities, for it was “worth less [to him] than bitter gall-
nuts.”

Within this same context of ‘Ali’s personality, we can place yet another of
his harsh characterizations of the world. In one oration, ‘Ali mentioned that his
own brother, ‘Aqil ibn Abi Talib, having many children to provide for and having
become destitute, had implored him for funds from the state treasury; he, ‘Alj,

29 Regarding ‘Ali’s asceticism, see report of his patched-up garments in Ibn Sa‘d, Tabagat, 3:20.
See also Hasan ibn ‘Ali’s oration in which he said ‘Ali left behind no gold or silver, in Ibn Sa‘d,
Tabagqat, 3:28; Ya‘qubi, Tarikh, 2:213; and Tabari, Tarikh, 5:157. See also the report of Dirar al-
Nahshali in Qali, Amali, 2:147; Mas‘Qdi, Muriij al-Dhahab, 2:415; Qadi al-Nu‘man, Sharh al-Akh-
bar, 2:391-92; Abui Nu‘aym al-Isfahani, Hilyat al-Awliya’, 1:84—-85; Radi, Nahj al-Balagha, 641-42;
Ibn ‘Asakir, Tarikh Madinat Dimashgq, 24:401; Ibn Hamdan, Tadhkira, 4:28; Ibn Abi al-Hadid,
Sharh Nahj al-Balagha, 18:225-26. See also the chapter on ‘Ali’s asceticism in Sibt Ibn al-Jawzi,
Tadhkirat al-Khawass, “Fi Dhikr Wara ‘ihi wa Zahadatiht wa Khawfihi wa ‘Ibadatihi,” 109-19.
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had denied the request, since the money was not his to give.>** He mentioned in
the oration that he had brought a fiery iron rod close to ‘Aqil, and when ‘Aqil had
screamed from pain and fear, he had said, “Do you scream from the pain of an
iron rod heated by a human for sport, while you drag me into the fire stoked by
the Powerful One to punish those who have incurred His wrath? Do you scream
from pain, while expecting me not to scream from the flames of hell?” In the same
text, ‘Al went on to profess outrage at a gift that he had been offered by a certain
man (according to the commentators, the Kiifan notable Ash‘ath ibn Qays),*! pre-
sumably for a less than honest purpose. After recounting the incidents with ‘Aqil
and Ash‘ath, ‘Ali proclaimed that this world was worth less to him than “a leaf
being chomped in the mouth of a locust,” continuing, “what would ‘Ali want
with pleasures that will end and delights that will not abide?!”

The severity of ‘Ali’s reaction to both ‘Uthman ibn Hunayf and ‘Aqil ibn Abi
Talib can also be explained through the historical context of ‘Ali’s caliphate
coming at the heels of ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan’s. Ibn Sa‘d, Baladhuri, and other early
historians have stated that much of the dissatisfaction of the Muslim commu-
nity with ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan’s caliphate had to do with nepotism and corrup-
tion;** ‘Ali would have wanted to wipe out all traces of these, to show his con-
stituency that he would not tolerate dishonesty among his governors, nor show
favoritism to his family.>® Furthermore, Baladhuri again, as well as Ya‘qabi and
Ibn Qutayba, narrate that Mu‘awiya unlawfully appropriated property and arbi-
trarily disbursed treasury funds to garner support for his illegitimate claims.>*
Ironically, the sources tell us that ‘Aqil, having been turned down by ‘Ali, went
to Mu‘awiya to ask for financial help.>* In his responses to ‘Aqil and ‘Uthman ibn
Hunayf, ‘Ali probably wanted to emphasize his own clean dealings in comparison
with Mu‘awiya’s.

30 Radi, Nahj al-Balagha, 469.

31 Ibn Abi al-Hadid, Sharh Nahj al-Balagha, 11:247-48.

32 Ibn Sa‘d, Tabagqat, 3:47; Baladhuri, Ansab, 5:25, 28. For a detailed analysis of the charges
of nepotism against ‘Uthman, see Madelung, The Succession to Muhammad, “The Grievances
against the Caliph,” 81-113.

33 See, e.g. Tabari, Tarikh, 4:440.

34 Ya‘qubi, Tarikh, 2:221-22; Baladhuri, Ansab, 5:122, Ibn Qutayba, al-Imama wa al-Siyasa,
1:213-14. For collected citations about Mu‘awiya’s appropriation and distribution of funds and
property, see Sahib Yiinus, Mu‘awiya ibn Abi Sufyan, “Mu‘awiya Yastasfi Amwal al-Nas li-Nafsi-
hi,” 235-38.

35 Zubayr ibn Bakkar, al-Akhbar al-Muwaffaqiyyat, 334-36; Ibn ‘Abd-Rabbih, al-‘Iqd al-Farid,
4:6—7; Ibn Qutayba, al-Imama wa al-Siyasa, 1:101-2; Ibn Abi al-Hadid, Sharh Nahj al-Balagha,
11:251-54.
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The wide and early provenance of ‘Ali’s sermons denouncing this world indi-
cates a common position taken by ‘Ali, particularly during the four turbulent
years of his caliphate; it appears that ‘Ali was known for such teachings, and lit-
erary scholars recognized that ‘Ali’s particular historical context would produce
such themes. Ibn Manziir in the Lisan al-‘Arab (The Arabic Tongue),?® and Majd
al-Din Ibn al-Athir in his al-Nihdya f1 Gharib al-Hadith wa al-Athar (Ultimate Book
of Rare Words from the Hadith and Sayings), listed the “sneeze of a goat” phrase
as a now-common Arabic proverb and traced its origin to ‘Ali. More directly to
our point is a remark made by the famed Abbasid litterateur Jahiz. Recording the
“shreds from the pods of an acacia tree, woolfluff floating off a pair of shears”
oration in his al-Bayan wa al-Tabyin (Eloquence and Exposition), he stated that
although it was attributed by his informant to Mu‘awiya, he, Jahiz, believed it was
“more like the words of ‘Ali ... and closer to his situation.”’

Detailed and explicit descriptions of the world’s decrepitude and deceptions
constitute the single most prominent theme in ‘Ali’s oeuvre. Using metaphors of
predatory beast for death and beautiful temptress for the world, employing the
technique of dramatization in his presentations of death, and asking ubi sunt rhe-
torical questions about the whereabouts of the audience’s forebears, time and
again he articulated the ignoble nature of this world. Why did ‘Ali teach that this
world is paltry? Because—as he explained copiously in many of his orations—it is
corrupt, impure, deceitful, unstable, and transient.>® There is nothing in it that is
good or stable or loyal or permanent. This line of argumentation is visible in most
of ‘Al’s orations.

But why use such strong language? Why the relentless emphasis on the neg-
ative aspects of the world? I have cited in a previous article the following report
to underline ‘Ali’s reason for dwelling in his sermons on death. The report also
helps us understand why ‘Ali so often and so lengthily castigated the world,
whose transience he emphasized as the reason to plan for what comes after. This
is the report:3®

‘Ali was participating in a funeral procession when he heard a man laugh. He
exclaimed:

36 Ibn Manzir, Lisan al-‘Arab, ‘-F-T.

37 Jahiz, al-Bayan wa al-Tabyin, 2:59-61.

38 For translations and analyses of some of ‘Ali’s key sermons on this issue, see Qutbuddin,
“Sermons of ‘Ali,” 214-18.

39 Radi, Nahj al-Balagha, 653. Cited and discussed in Qutbuddin, “Sermons of ‘Ali,” 217-18.
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their bodies to the grave and then go on
to consume their wealth—forgetting every
counselor and shrugging off every tragedy.

‘Al’s sermons—with their harsh and relentless characterization of the world’s
ignoble nature—attempt to shake up the complacent masses who are lulled by
their base and mundane routines into a dangerous oblivion of the inevitable end,
to frighten them into taking heed while there is yet time.

Although ‘Ali’s condemnation of the world appears total, it is in fact quali-
fied, and a means to an end. The particular contexts of these orations show that
the world, when denounced in his orations, is not to be taken as an absolute term.
Rather, the criticism is directed to the base aspects of the world, including money,
power and fame, particularly when they distract from the hereafter, or worse,
when they are obtained illegally and incur reprisals in the afterlife. In many
sermons and sayings, ‘Ali provides ethical instructions on how to be a morally
upstanding human being. The audience is urged to not immerse themselves in
this world to the extent that they forget the next. Present in all of ‘Ali’s sermons
that discuss the world we find a comparison with the hereafter. In many orations,
he presents the two in a comparative framework.*® Even when the hereafter is
not plainly mentioned, even when the stated theme is this world, the hereafter is
still the coded referential theme. The aim of promoting mindfulness of the here-
after is either achieved directly by instructing the audience to strive for it, or it is
gained indirectly by using this world as a foil and warning of its transience. The
dichotomy is set up plainly in many of his orations, so even in those times that the
hereafter is not mentioned overtly one evokes the other. Explicitly or implicitly,
the vast majority of ‘Ali’s orations and epistles urge an audience focused on their
worldly lives to contemplate and prioritize the hereafter.

40 For translations and analyses of some of ‘Ali’s key sermons on this issue, see Qutbuddin,
“Sermons of ‘Ali,” 218-20.
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Praise of This World

In startling contrast to ‘Ali’s censorious characterization of the world in most of
his sermons, in just a few pieces attributed to him we see a vigorous defense of
this world, even praise.

One widely cited example is recorded (with minor variations) in several early
sources including the Bayan wa al-Tabyin and Mahasin wa al-Addad of Jahiz, the
Islah al-Mal of Tbn Abi al-Dunya, the Tarikh of Ya‘qiibi, the Muriij al-Dhahab of
Mas‘0di, the Nahj al-Balagha of Sharif Radi, and several other historical and lit-
erary works.*! In the Nahj al-balagha narrative (and in many of the others), the
oration is framed as a strongly worded retort to a man whom ‘Ali overheard crit-
icizing this world:*?

41 Jahiz, al-Bayan wa al-Tabyin, 2:190-91; Jahiz, al-Mahasin wa al-Addad, 1:113. Ibn Abi al-
Dunya, Islah al-Mal, 1:50; Ya‘qubi, Tarikh, 2:208; Mas‘adi, Murij al-Dhahab, 2:413-14; Radi, Nahj
al-Balagha, 655-57. Additional sources include: Ibn Shu‘ba al-Harrani, Tuhaf al-‘Ugiil, 186-88;
Bayhaqi, al-Mahasin wa al-Masawi’, 1:265-66; Abt Bakr al-Dinawari, al-Mujalasa wa Jawahir
al-‘Ilm, 1:210; Tawhidi, al-Basa’ir wa al-Dhakhd’ir, 1:51; Abi, Nathr al-Durar, 1:185; Husri, Zahr
al-Adab, 1:51; Khatib Baghdadi, Tarikh Baghdad, 7:287; Raghib Isfahani, Muhdadarat al-Udaba’,
2:403; Ibn ‘Asakir, Tarikh Madinat Dimashq, 42:498-99 and 58:79-80; Muhammad ibn Talha,
Matalib al-Sa’il, 1:215-16; Ibn Abi al-Isba‘, Tahrir al-Tahbir, 277-79; Ibn Hamdn, Tadhkira, 1:73;
Qurtubi, Tafsir, 6:414-15; Safadi, al-Wafi bi al-Wafayat, 18:7; Suyuti, Jami‘ al-Ahadith, 15:353;
Salihi, Subul al-Huda, 11:304; Muttaqi Hindi, Kanz al- ‘Ummal, 3:292; Saffarini, Ghidha’ al-Albab,
2:430; Ibn ‘Ashir, Tafsir al-Tahrir, 2:353. See also Ibn Abi al-Isba“s versification of ‘Ali’s piece in
Safadi’s al-Wafi bi al-Wafayat, 18:6—7; and Da‘1 Tahir Sayf al-Din’s versification in his Diwan, “Qa-
sidat al-‘Aql,” 1:403. The piece has also been translated by Cleary, Living and Dying with Grace,
21.

42 Radi, Nahj al-Balagha, 655-57. Due to the continuous nature of the quotation that follows
and the formatting necessities in accord, the following space could not be helped.
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O you who reproach this world while being so willingly
deceived by her deceptions and tricked by her falsehoods!
Do you choose to be deceived by her yet censure her?
Should you be accusing her, or should she be accusing
you?! When did she lure you or deceive? Was it by her
destruction of your father and grandfather and great
grandfather through decay? Or by her consigning your
mother and grandmother and great grandmother to the
earth? How carefully did your palms tend them! How ten-
derly did your hands nurse them! Hoping against hope for
a cure, begging physician after physician for a medica-
ment. On that fateful morning, your medicines did not
suffice them, your weeping did not help, and your appre-
hension was of no benefit. Your appeal remained unan-
swered, and you could not push death away from them
although you applied all your strength. By this, the world
warned you of your own approaching end. She illustrated
by their death your own.

Indeed, this world is a house of truth for whomsoever
stays true to her, a house of wellbeing for whomsoever
understands her, a house of riches for whomsoever
gathers her provisions, a house of counsel for whomso-
ever takes her advice. She is a mosque for God’s loved
ones, a place where God’s angels pray, where God’s rev-
elation alights, where God’s saints transact, earning his
mercy and profiting paradise.

Who would blame her, when she has honestly declared her
imminent separation, proclaimed her impending depar-
ture, and announced her own and her people’s looming
destruction?! She has illustrated by her trials the terrible
trial of the fire, and awakened by her delights a desire
for the abundant delights of paradise. In the evening
she leaves you healthy and happy, only to arrive the next
morning with an awesome calamity. All this, to awaken
your desire and alarm, to stir up your fear and vigilance.
Some will blame her on the morning of regret. Others
will praise her on the day of judgment. For she reminded
them and they took heed. She told them about herself
and they believed. She counseled them and they were
mindful.
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Although Radi does not provide the wider context for this piece, another author
fills us in. According to the eminent tenth-century Twelver Shi‘a scholar Ibn
Shu‘ba al-Harrani in his compilation of sermons Tuhaf al-‘Uqiil ‘an al al-Rasiil
(Rare Gifts for the Intellect from the Progeny of the Messenger), ‘Ali delivered this
oration to a group of men from his own army, late in the night, immediately fol-
lowing the Battle of the Camel in Basra.** The narrator of the Tuhaf is ‘Ali’s com-
panion, also a companion of the Prophet and a prolific raconteur of hadith, Jabir
ibn ‘Abd Allah al-Ansari. Jabir reported that he was present when ‘Ali addressed
this group from among his supporters whom he overheard censuring the world,
with the words I have just cited (and Ibn Shu‘ba’s version of the text includes
some variants and additions).

By censuring this world, ‘Ali’s companions were presumably shifting blame
for their own shortcomings. They were perhaps also using it as a scapegoat to
explain the inexplicable failings of the People of the Camel, Muslims all, who had
borne arms against the incumbent caliph, ‘Ali, to whom they had earlier sworn a
pledge of allegiance. ‘Ali reminded his companions that the world is neither good
nor bad in and of itself, but that both the good and bad of this world are with ref-
erence to its people. We should not reproach the world for our own defects. Yes,
its characteristics are base, but it does not hide them from us. Rather, it warns us
time and again, showing us plainly by the deaths of our fathers and mothers that
our fate will be exactly the same. The world is a bridge to paradise for the person
who looks at it with the eye of reflection. It is here that one has the opportunity to
prepare for the hereafter, to pray and perform good deeds, deeds that serve as a
passport to heaven. But for the person who neglects to prepare for the hereafter,
the world is a bridge to hellfire. In both cases, the world is not responsible for the
fate of its inhabitants. It is they who choose their path. They make of the world
what they will. They use it or abuse it as they will.

In many segments of this oration we sense an underlying woman metaphor
that pins down much of the imagery ‘Ali uses for the world. Elsewhere, ‘Ali is
reported to have addressed the world directly as a woman—*I have divorced you
thrice!”**—referring to a form of Islamic divorce that permanently closes the door
to reconciliation and remarriage. The grammatical structure of Arabic lends itself
effectively to this particular metaphor. As we know, Arabic has no neutral gender;
all nouns are either masculine or feminine, and the word used to denote this
world, dunya, is feminine, which is what partly prompts ‘Ali’s personification of

43 Ibn Shu‘ba, Tuhaf al-‘Ugiil, 186-88. Jabir related that ‘Ali began with praise of God, which
endorses the public, oratorical provenance of the piece.
44 Radi, Nahj al-Balagha, 641.
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the world as a woman. The leitmotif of the faithless woman in the gasida tradition
could also be at work here; ‘Ali could be evoking the beautiful but ultimately dis-
loyal beloved of the poetic love prelude, the nastb. In the nasib, the poet bemoans
the departure of the beloved, motifs of the faithless woman being combined with
those of separation. This combination carries over into ‘Ali’s pious-counsel ora-
tions, where themes of death and departure from this world are combined with a
personification (tashkhis) of the world as a seductress. In the oration cited above
(as in many of ‘Ali’s orations castigating the world), a woman is not obviously
referenced, but the presentation is made immediately more meaningful when one
realizes this veiled underpinning, hinted at by the vocabulary of seduction. Inter-
estingly in this case, the metaphor is reversed—the idea that the world beguiles
its inhabitants is turned around, with the rhetorical question: “When did she
[i.e., the world] seduce you?”

Several medieval scholars remarked upon the fundamental departure in the
“0 you who reproach this world” sermon from ‘Ali’s customary tone of censure
when talking about the world. In his Tahrir al-Tahbir fi Sina‘at al-Shi‘r wa al-Nathr
(Register of Adornments of the Craft of Poetry and Prose), the seventh-/thir-
teenth-century Cairene scholar Ibn Abi al-Isba‘ recorded this oration as the most
interesting example of the rhetorical technique of radically shifting one’s per-
spective (taghayur).” Ibn Abi al-Isba“’s contemporary, the Mu‘tazilite commen-
tator of the Nahj al-Balagha, Ibn Abi al-Hadid, also pointed out ‘Ali’s diametric
divergence from his usual perspective on the topic, and added that the Prophet
Muhammad too had portrayed the world in both negative and positive terms.*®
(Jahiz and Bayhagqi also cite this piece alongside ‘Ali’s negative characterizations
of the world in for-and-against type books.)*” Indeed, praise of this world is not
the dominant approach in ‘Ali’s oeuvre, but it could have been a more common
one than Ibn Abi al-Isba‘ and Ibn Abi al-Hadid realized. Mas‘adji, in the early
tenth century, had prefaced his citation of the same piece with the words “‘Ali
used to say,” thus presenting it as a frequent topic in his orations.*®

Like his condemnation of it, ‘Ali’s praise of the world is a means to an end. In
some sources, the text cited above is followed by two interesting tags, which indi-
cate that for ‘Ali, the real point of praising the world is to praise the hereafter; or
in other words, to assert the importance of using one’s time in this world to make
preparations for the hereafter. These sources report that after ‘Ali finished his

45 Ibn Abi al-Isba‘, Tahrir al-Tahbir, 277-79.

46 Ibn Abi al-Hadid, Sharh Nahj al-Balagha, 18:326.

47 Jahiz, al-Mahasin wa al-Addad, 1:113-14; Bayhad, al-Mahasin wa al-Masawi’, 1:265.
48 Mas‘tdi, Murij al-Dhahab, 2:413-14.
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impassioned speech in defense of the world, he turned to face the cemetery and
said:** “O you who are residents of these graves, O people living in narrow con-
fines and loneliness, O people of exile and isolation: If you were to ask us about
your homes—others have occupied them. If you were to ask us about your wives—
others have bedded them. This is our news—what is yours?” Then he turned again
to his companions and said: “If they were given permission to speak, they would
say: ‘The best provision is piety”’( &l 2311 33 ))”5° Another corroboration of the
proposal that ‘Ali’s praise of this world is to be read in terms of his exhortations
to prepare for the hereafter is found in an exegetical text. Qurtubi, in his Tafsir,
quotes the first line of ‘Ali’s oration in his explanation of the Qur’anic verse,
“This worldly life is but meaningless play and frolic” (el sl ;‘yg G5 i )t
to explain that activities in this world by which the hereafter is intended are to
be excluded from this divine condemnation of worldly life.”* Most importantly,
the nature of the praise in the oration is the strongest evidence for this conten-
tion. For ‘Ali praises the world as “a house of truth for whomsoever stays true to
her, a house of wellbeing for whomsoever understands her, a house of riches for
whomsoever gathers her provisions, a house of counsel for whomsoever takes her
advice ... a mosque for God’s loved ones, a place where God’s angels pray, where
God’s revelation alights, where God’s saints transact, earning his mercy and prof-
iting paradise”—all the aspects of this world that the praise focuses on are related
to God, godliness, and the hereafter.

The notion that the essential message of ‘Ali’s expositions on the world was
the importance of using one’s time here to prepare for the hereafter is clarified yet
further in a formal epistle of counsel that he wrote to his ward Muhammad ibn
Abi Bakr when he dispatched him as governor of Egypt soon after the Battle of
Siffin. The epistle—as was common practice at the time—would presumably have
been read out in the mosque, or some other public venue, to the people of Egypt
at large. Muhammad ibn Abi Bakr was the letter’s immediate addressee, but ‘Ali,
in his role as Imam of the Muslim community, was simultaneously preaching to
a wider audience. Moving away from his usual strong criticisms of worldly plea-
sures, he empties this piece of the slightest whiff of asceticism. Similar to the
Qur’anic verse “Through the blessings that God has granted you, seek the abode

49 Bayhaqi, al-Mahasin wa al-Masawi’, 1:265; Tawhidi, al-Basa’ir wa al-Dhakha’ir, 1:51; Ibn
‘Asakir, Tarikh Madinat Dimashq, 42:498-99 and 58:79-80; al-Saffarini, Ghidha’ al-Albab, 2:430.
50 Qur’an, Baqgara 2:197.

51 Qur’an, An‘am 6:32.

52 Qurtubi, Tafsir, 6:414.
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of the hereafter; but do not forget to enjoy your share of this world,”* ‘Ali’s letter
to Muhammad ibn Abi Bakr and the Egyptians explicitly praises good living as
long as it is accompanied by godliness. The Nahj al-Balagha records the letter as
follows:*

You should know, O servants of God, that the pious 153 cuial) Gi 4alll sl | salel
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In this epistle, ‘Ali explains that while living a full and engaged life in this world,
its people should also use their time to prepare fully for the next. They should be
happy in this world and enjoy its delights to the fullest, yet at the same time they
should always bear in mind—not pessimistically, but realistically—the imminent
arrival of death. (Death is the subject of the next part of the epistle, which begins
“Servants of God, beware of death and its imminence.”)

Weighing the Two Positions: What the Context of ‘Alr’s
Sermons Tells Us about His Worldview

Discussing ‘Ali’s oration defending this world, Ibn Abi al-Hadid implicitly refers
to the context as justifying the 180-degree turn from ‘Ali’s usual approach, and
he comments: “This piece is in praise of the world, and it illustrates ‘Ali’s ability
to control his themes, maneuvering them in any which way he wished. Almost all

53 Qur’an, Qasas 28:77.
54 Radi, Nahj al-Balagha, 516-17; Zamakhshari, Rabi‘ al-Abrar, 2:27-28; Ibn Hamdn, Tadhkira,
1:81.
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his orations are in censure of the world, whereas here, he praises it. But he is true
there, and he is true here.””® Even in the orations that contain harsh condemna-
tion of this world, if we look closely, the approach is more complex than meets
the eye. Although ‘Ali is saying that the world deceives, through his castigation
of the world, he is, in fact, metonymically castigating the people of the world—
humans, who by their own volition have become enamored of her, to the degree
that they have become oblivious to the hereafter.”® Knowledge of the context is
vital in interpreting these oratorical texts. Just as ‘Ali’s orations help explain his
times and scenes, his times and scenes help explain his orations. Understanding
the background of his orations gives us a fuller awareness of why they were said
and what they meant to their original audience. As we have seen, the orations
discussed in this article are firmly grounded in the political reality of ‘Ali’s time,
as well as in the literary scene of early Islamic Arabia. Contextualization provides
us with a richer sense of those associations.

Paradoxically, identifying the local, temporal context of the orations also
helps us in identifying what it is that renders them universally relevant, for fun-
damentals of the local context stay constant across time and place. Although
details of conflicts and conversations vary, the essentials of human existence,
their questions and their concerns, in many ways remain the same. Because the
local context of ‘Ali’s orations taps into humanity’s existential questions of being
and purpose, they have relevance beyond their original context, and are com-
monly recognized as timeless founts of moral counsel. Clear proof of the influ-
ence of his teachings is found in the wide dissemination, both diachronically and
synchronically, of some of his orations, including the sermon in defense of the
world. In the orations that I have discussed here and the many others that I have
not, he urges his audience to live a virtuous life in this abode and prepare for the
next, by pointing out the limited span of life on earth, the imminence of death,
and the eternity of bliss or hellfire in the hereafter—teachings that continue to
resonate over a thousand years later.

When ‘Ali is censuring the world, he is criticizing certain aspects of human
nature that are base. He is addressing an audience whose members are immersed
in worldliness at the expense of the hereafter. ‘Ali’s response to their gross mate-

55 Ibn Abi al-Hadid, Sharh Nahj al-Balagha, 18:325-27.

56 See for example, an oration attributed to ‘Ali (Radi, Nahj al-Balagha, 464-67), in which he
expounds the meaning of the Qur’anic verse “O human, what deceived you with regard to your
gracious Lord?” (Qur’an, Infitar 82:6); and another (Radi, Nahj al-Baldgha, 456-61), on the verse
“You remain occupied with collecting more and yet more, until you visit [your] grave” (Qur’an,
Takathur 102:1).
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rialism is to point out the insignificance of the world and its ultimate destruction.
When he is defending this world, he is addressing an audience whose members
are implicitly disclaiming responsibility for their own immorality by blaming the
world. ‘Ali’s response to their disclaimer is to point out to them that the world is
merely an arena for performing one’s actions, and the choice as to how we use the
world, for good or for bad ends, is entirely ours. Whether he censures this world
or defends it, the core message of ‘Ali’s teachings is mindfulness of the hereafter.
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Chase F. Robinson

Al-‘Attaf b. Sufyan and Abbasid Imperialism

It might be said that ours is a postcolonial world of neo-imperialism, but the con-
fusion does not end there: describing empires in history, as a growing body of
literature teaches us, is no simple thing.! What do Islamic historians mean when
they speak or write about the Abbasid “Empire”? In what follows I shall argue
that this shorthand designation deserves the kind of careful scrutiny that the
philologist characteristically applies to a text: swords may be more truthful than
books,? but it is with words that we think, learn and teach. More than a generation
of scholarship has outlined some of the ways in which political and social elites
exercised authority and power—so much so, in fact, that one can even discern a
chastening critique of crudely absolutist models of pre-modern Islamic politics.>?
This said, much more remains to be done, especially to take down the bogey of an
early Abbasid Empire as monolithic hegemon.

In what ways does speaking of empire advance or impede our understand-
ing of how social and political power was exercised in the late eighth century,
the very heyday of Abbasid rule? I approach the problem inductively. First I shall
examine events that took place in the northern Iraqi city of Mosul in 177/793-94,
when, at the hands of a certain al-‘Attaf b. Sufyan al-Azdj, it temporarily fell out
of the political community that we usually call the “Abbasid Empire.” Little of sig-

1 The literature is huge, but a reasonable start can be had in P. F. Bang and W. Scheidel, eds.,
The Oxford Handbook of the State in the Ancient Near East and Mediterranean (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2013); Bang and C. A. Bayly, eds., Tributary Empires in Global History (Bas-
ingstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011); J. Burbank and F. Cooper, Empires in World
History: Power and the Politics of Difference (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2010); and
C. Sinopoli, “The Archaeology of Empire,” Annual Review of Archaeology 23 (1994): 159-80 (with
a massive bibliography that remains useful). Remaining close to the Arabic texts, but wishing
to remain accessible to non-Islamicists, I use both Islamic and Gregorian dating; all dates that
begin with the digits 1, 2 or 3 are hijri.

2 As Abli Tammam reminds us in his Amorium gasida, which is one of many texts that I had the
privilege of learning from Ahmad Mahdavi-Damghani, for whom this contribution is dedicated
in deep gratitude and respect. I am also very grateful to Andrew Marsham for reading a version
of this contribution and making several useful suggestions.

3 Select examples include R. Bulliet, The Patricians of Nishapur: A Study in Medieval Islamic
Social History (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1972); B. Shoshan, “The ‘Politics of
Notables’ in Medieval Islam,” Asian and African Studies 20 (1986): 179-215; A. Havemann, Ri’dsa
und qada’: Institutionen als Ausdruck wechselnder Krdfteverhdltnisse in Syrischen Stddten vom 10.
bis zum 12. Jahrhundert (Freiburg: K. Schwarz, 1975); J. Paul, Herrscher, Gemeinwesen, Vermittler:
Ostiran und Transoxanien in vormongolischer Zeit (Beirut and Stuttgart: Franz Steiner, 1996).
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nificance seems to have been said about these events, at least in part because the
primary sources know so little about them.* The great exception can be found in
detailed accounts that survive only in the history of Mosul by Yazid b. Muhammad
al-Azdi (d. ca 945).° Still, many details of how al-Attaf ruled the city are absent,
perhaps because they promised to document the embarrassing scale of Mosuli
complicity in rebellion, as we shall see; al-‘Attaf’s rule was yet another example
of Mosuli restiveness, which dominated its eighth-century history.® Moderately
more can be said about the events that ended it, however, including the mea-
sures that Hariin took to restore direct Abbasid control (insofar as we can speak
of “control”), and these can help us identity at least some of the leading figures
in the events. All in all, al-Azdi gives us enough evidence to reach some reason-
able conclusions about how al-‘Attaf’s brief rule fits within the Mosuli context of
early Abbasid imperialism. “The Roman empire is too often seen as a whole, too
seldom as a collection of provinces,” Wickham has written.” The same thing is
true of Islamic politics, as I shall seek to show.

Having made some sense of the events within Mosul’s political and fiscal
history, I shall then draw some equivocal conclusions about empire, especially
social and political power in one province and what is generally understood to
be the apogee of Abbasid rule. I have the benefit of a running start. In 1981 Hugh
Kennedy wrote an important article, based largely on al-Kindi’s and al-Azdi’s
histories, which proposed that the provincial histories of Egypt and Mosul in
the early Abbasid period reflected not “an absolute military dictatorship,” but
instead a “system of government” that negotiated local and central interests—“a
careful arrangement of alliances and compromises.” This “system,” in his view,
broke down during the civil war that broke out upon the death of Hartin al-Rashid
in 809.8 What follows might reasonably be described as a follow-up contribution

4 For al-Tabari’s confusion, see below, notes 20 and 21. The most recent word apparently belongs
to B. J. Ulrich, “Constructing al-Azd: Tribal Identity and Society in the Early Islamic Centuries”
(PhD diss., University of Wisconsin-Madison, 2008), 236 f.; see also P. Forand, “The Governors
of Mosul According to al-Azdi’s Ta’rikh al-Mawsil,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 89
(1969): 96 f.; and C. F. Robinson, Empire and Elites after the Muslim Conquest: The Transformation
of Northern Mesopotamia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 151 (where the events
are mistakenly dated to 176) and 161 ff. The following might be considered an immoderate expan-
sion upon those three pages.

5 See below.

6 For an overview see Robinson, Empire and Elites.

7 C. Wickham, Framing the Middle Ages: Europe and the Mediterranean, 400-800 (Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 2005), 3.

8 H. Kennedy, “Central Government and Provincial Elites in the Early ‘Abbasid Caliphate,” Bul-
letin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 44 (1981): 26-38; more recently, the civil war
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to the project of understanding empire by focusing not upon metropolis, but
upon province.

An appropriate place to start is al-Azdi’s text. Al-Azdi’s work was composed, on
the basis of eighth- and ninth-century accounts that had come to him in both oral
and written form, during the 930s.® For Mosuli history these accounts were gen-
erally written or reported by Mosulis, a point of some principle for our author,
who remarks that locals know more of local history than those (nonlocals) who
(merely) “collect and compile accounts.”’® Many of his informants were very
well placed, and, it might be imagined, voiced opinions that belonged to the
city’s establishment. One such informant was Hafs b. ‘Umar al-Bahili, who was
related through clientage to descendants of the celebrated commander Qutayba b.
Muslim al-Bahili (d. ca 96); these included Sa‘id b. Salm, who served as governor
of Mosul from 172-73 (788-90).* Coming from a family that owned an estate in the
nearby town of Bafakhara,' and transmitting here on the authority of unnamed
shaykhs, Hafs had an understanding of the events that was invaluable to al-Azdi.
Another well-placed informant was Ahmad b. al-Mu‘afa of the Shurayhid family,
to whom al-Azdi owed the account that narrates the decisive negotiations between

&

between al-Amin and al-Ma’miin also marks for him the end to the Abbasids’ “strategies for con-
tainment” so successfully followed in the provinces; see Kennedy, “The Decline and Fall of the
First Muslim Empire,” Der Islam 81 (2004): 3-30.

9 For details on al-Azdi and his work, see C. F. Robinson, “A Local Historian’s Debt to al-Tabari:
The Case of al-Azdi’s Ta’rikh al-Mawsil,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 126 (2006): 1-15;
and Robinson, Empire and Elites, 127 ff.

10 Al-Azdi, Ta’rikh al-Mawsil (Cairo: Lajnat Ihya’ al-Turath al-Islami, 1967), 228. A newer edition
(Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiya, 2007; here p. 440) based on the same single manuscript, sup-
plements the surviving text (years 101-224) with two takmilas (years 16-100 and 228-334), which
consist mainly of material drawn from Ibn al-Athir’s Kamil, Ibn al-Jawzi’s Muntazam, and al-Dha-
hab1’s Ta’rikh; although this may confuse the unwary reader, the edition is far more accessible,
and I will cite it accordingly.

11 Al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 499 (as governor in 172), 511 and 515 (as informant); for the family, P. Crone,
Slaves on Horses: The Evolution of the Islamic Polity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1980), 136 ff.

12 Which lay on the Tigris, apparently about eleven kilometers south of Mosul; see al-Azdi, Ta’rikh,
416 f. (with note 2 thereto); and J. M. Fiey, Assyrie Chrétienne (Beirut: Imprimerie Catholique, 1965),
2:490.
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the Mosulis and Hartn’s chief gadi, Abh Yasuf.” In at least one case, ‘Ali b. Harb
(d. ca. 875-80), a Mosuli expert in hadith, akhbar, and genealogy who also came
to receive caliphal patronage from al-Mu‘tazz (r. 252-55/866—-69) through to
al-Mu‘tadid (r. 279-89/892-902), we can attach a name to an unequivocal written
source.™

Al-Azdi was working from a wide variety of local sources, and knew that these
could be in some conflict; he openly acknowledges confusion and contradiction,
and his task seems to have been to compose as full and harmonious an account
as he was able. “That which I have narrated,” he writes of a composite account
about Hartin’s entrance into the city after al-‘Attaf’s departure, “came from a
number of my shaykhs, for all that they disagreed in the exact words that they
transmitted on the authority of those who preceded them.”*® This is suggestive of
a fairly sophisticated historiographical program, which produced, inter alia, the
most informative city history of the early period. But how plentiful and reliable
was his local material to begin with? Since there is no real way of controlling so
much of it,'® we are left with the text itself. Of one thing we can be fairly certain,
however: Mosuli history in this and other problematic moments was a history
selectively transmitted. Al-Azdi’s annual entries are not infrequently short,' but
year 178 is especially economical, and, almost nearly so, 179: as Mosul temporar-
ily fell out of Abbasid rule, the Mosulis seem to have lost interest in their history.
This is understandable. To what good purpose would stories of the townsfolk’s
complicity have circulated during the ninth century? What interested al-Azdi

13 For the account, see below; and on the Shurayhids, Robinson, Empire and Elites, 155 f. One
is tempted to suppose that the transmitter named ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Sufyan b. al-‘Attaf (al-Azdi,
Ta’rikh, 518) was a descendant of al-‘Attaf himself.

14 “I found the following in the hand [khatt] of ‘Ali b. Harb.” Al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 511 (see also 498);
Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib al-Tahdhib (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiya, 1994), 4:178 f. (5501). For details
on ‘Ali b. Harb and early Mosuli learning more generally, see Robinson, “A Local Historian’s
Debt,” and C. F. Robinson, “al-Mu‘afa b. ‘Imran and the Beginnings of the Tabagat Literature,”
Journal of the American Oriental Society 115 (1996): 119 .

15 “Akhbarani bi-ma dhakartuhu min hadha jama‘atun min shuyiikhina ‘ala ikhtilaf alfazihim
fi-hi ‘amman taqaddamahum.” Al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 516. His confusion about governors and their
terms even leads him to apologetics: he’s had to piece together material from a variety of kutub,
he writes, and he’s put down what he’s found, without straying from “truthfulness”; see the
Ta’rikh, 471.

16 On the coinage, see below.

17 And, not coincidentally, nor are al-Tabari’s, including during the period in question. In two
cases (124 and 152) entire years are missing, the two having dropped out of the manuscript tra-
dition (presumably due to a negligent scribe) upon which Ibn al-Athir relied; see Robinson, “A
Local Historian’s Debt.”
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appears only in the entry on year 180, which narrates al-‘Attaf’s departure from,
and Haran’s entrance into, the city, which were preceded and followed by a
crucial set of negotiations. In fact, one would not be forcing things to discern a
strain of Mosuli pride—a mix of courage, political nous, sangfroid, even insou-
ciance—that runs through the first- and second-person testimony that narrates
Harun’s restoration of Abbasid rule.’® As much as the Mosulis tempted fate, they
skillfully averted catastrophe.

Here it must be emphasized that al-Azdi could only work with the hand that
he had been dealt—and many cards were missing. Even a matter as apparently
straightforward as the governorship was a source of chronic frustration: over and
over he volunteers his uncertainty about the Mosuli governors’ identity or the
timing of their service in the city, often falling back upon unresolved contradic-
tions or inferences. There were multiple sources for this confusion, but the most
important was the governors’ fairly regular turnover (including, in some cases,
second terms) and the complex administrative geography of the north, which
alternately married and divorced Mosul from the Jazira.' Such ambiguities did not
apply in the case of the city’s gadis, who differed from its governors in at least two
important respects: they were frequently Mosulis, and they tended to serve longer
terms. It is little wonder, then, that al-Azdi evinces many fewer problems in listing
gadis than he does governors. Be this as it may, it should not surprise that even
when he does his best by working from inference—“[b]y all indications,” he writes,
“the governor [in year 155] was Miasa b. Ka‘h,” for example—he could get things
wrong: perhaps because he was too deferential to his historiographic model, he
seems to have followed al-Tabari in confusing Misa b. Ka‘b with Miisa b. Mus‘ab.?®

Now, the published numismatic evidence can dissolve some of the fog in this
and other cases,* but the coins remain far too spotty to do anything more than

18 In these respects, the narratives resemble those of the massacres of 133.

19 Similarly the administrative frontier between Iraq and Mosul; for the reflex of this confusion
in conquest narrative, see Robinson, Empire and Elites, 20 ff.

20 Al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 436 (‘ala ma tadull ‘alayhi al-akhbar wa-tazhar al-dala’il); see also al-Tabari,
Ta’rikh al-rusul wa’l-muliik (Leiden, 1879-1901), 3:375 ff.; cf. Forand, “The Governors of Mosul Ac-
cording to al-Azdi’s Ta’rikh al-Mawsil,” 94 f. (also clearly wrong in following al-Azdi in mistaking
Miisa b. Mus‘ab for Miisa b. Ka‘b); and Crone, Slaves on Horses, 186 and 193.

21 The coins unambiguously place Misa b. Mus‘ab in Balad (which lay on the Tigris, to the
north of Mosul) in 155/very late 771-72 (thus N. Lowick, Early ‘Abbasid Coinage: A Type Corpus,
132-218 H/AD 750-833 [London: British Museum Press, 1999], 329), and so at least provide a
starting point from which to judge the confusing and contradictory information provided by al-
Azdi (Ta’rikh, 449, where conflicting reports have either Maisa or Khalid b. Barmak in charge; see
also 454), amongst others (including al-Tabari). The Syriac sources are subject to no such con-
fusion (Robinson, Empire and Elites, 156 {.). In fact, Masa is put in Balad in 772-73 by the Zugnin
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offer limited help. This said, they do occasionally allow us precious glimpses
at local arrangements. For example, we have several specimens from al-Mawsil
dated to 145 that were struck in the name of Hisham b. ‘Amr al-Taghlibi,?? just as
we have several specimens struck in the late 140s and 150s in the name of the
amir al-Saqr b. Najda, another of the city’s notable Azdis, and scion of a family
that produced local learning too.?* Both figures are known to al-Azdi, the former
as the last Umayyad governor (r. 128-33), the latter as a commander of the city’s
rawabit no later than 148; in neither case does our author identify them as Abbasid
governors, however. Hisham, who had ingratiated himself to the Abbasid house
by refusing Marwan II as he fled Abbasid armies during the revolution, was a
favorite of the dynasty, and governed Sind**; by contrast, al-Saqr b. Nadja seems
to have been an entirely local figure, who is otherwise known only to al-Azdi. In
short, the texts apparently tell one story, the coins another.

The conflict can be resolved by distinguishing between the formal authority
possessed by governors appointed by the caliph, and the effective authority that
they not infrequently delegated to subordinates. Al-Azdi, as some other histori-
ans, was working from sources (including lists) that seem to have recorded only
(or mainly) governors’ names, while the coins, such as they are, at least some-
times record both governors and those subordinates. This distinction—between
(formally appointed) governor and his subordinate—is more or less what the
legend on a fals struck in 145 tells us in describing arrangements that obtained
during the governorship of Ja‘far b. Abi Ja‘far (145-47/48): “mimma amara bi-hi
Hisham ibn ‘Amr ‘amil al-amir Ja‘far ibn Amir al-mu’minin” (struck by Hisham b.
‘Amr, the agent for the commander [governor], Ja‘far, the son of the Commander

Chronicle, which was published as Incerti auctoris chronicon anonymum pseudo-Dionysianum
vulgo dictum II (Paris: CSCO, 1933), and translated by A. Harrak as The Chronicle of Zugnin, Parts
Il and IV, A.D. 488-775 (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 1999), 290/253 (Syriac/
translation); and a similar dating (1083 Seleucid/771) can be found in an independent source
that dates from two generations later; see the “Chronicle of 813” published in Fragmenta chronici
anonymi auctoris ad annum domini 813 pertinentia (Louvain: Imprimerie orientaliste, 1905-7),
volume 3 of Chronica Minora, 188/248.

22 Thus G. Rotter, “The Umayyad Fulis of Mosul,” Museum Notes 19 (1974): 196 f.; S. Shamma,
A Catalogue of ‘Abbasid Copper Coins (London: al-Rafid, 1998), 69 f.; and Lowick, Early ‘Abbasid
Coinage, 331. (I am grateful to S. Heidemann for making his expertise and Shamma’s work avail-
able to me.) For more details on Hisham, see Robinson, Empire and Elites, 139 and 156.

23 Shamma, A Catalogue of ‘Abbasid Copper Coins, 70; and Lowick, Early ‘Abbasid Coinage, 331;
Robinson, Empire and Elites, 159 f.

24 See Crone, Slaves on Horses, 167 f.
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of the Faithful).?® For this and other reasons, a systematic understanding of pro-
vincial politics requires a command of both the historical and numismatic evi-
dence, and, perhaps counterintuitively, cannot necessarily set much store by the
nomenclature.”® Such an understanding must also accommodate the idea that
provincial politics were determined by the confluence of the local and imperial.

Let us examine one illustration of this truism in some detail. The chronology of
events in question has to be approximated. It is in his entry on year 177 (late April
793 to mid-April 794) that al-Azdi begins his account, which has al-‘Attaf take
control of Mosul “for years” from the Abbasid Muhammad b. al-‘Abbas, who was
responsible for the salat and harb (that is, the “governor,” who possessed theo-
retical and symbolic authority over ceremonial prayer and making war) and an
obscure mawla named Minjab, who was in charge of levying taxes (literally, the
kharaj).”” Little can be said about either figure’s tenure in the city,?® or, for that
matter, how one is to resolve the author’s confusion about precisely how ‘Abd
al-Malik b. Salih, an Abbasid with several governorships to his name (includ-
ing an earlier stint in the city), and who later served as governor of Medina, was
caught up in the events.” “In this year, al-‘Attaf b. Sufyan al-Azdi formed a coa-

25 Lowick, Early ‘Abbasid Coinage, 331. Al-Azdi occasionally makes mention of governors ap-
pointing deputies; see, for example, Ta’rikh, 454 (which has Khalid b. Barmak deputize Khalid
b. al-Hasan b. Barmak over Mosul). That al-Saqr b. Najda arrogated to himself authority beyond
his command of the rawabit can be inferred from al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 431—but this may be forcing
things.

26 Al-Azdi uses a variety of terms and locutions, including ‘ala..., wali, ‘amil, and amir, as do
the coins (thus Hisham b. ‘Amr, who appears as amir in an undated fals in Shamma, Catalogue
of ‘Abbasid Copper Coins, 70). Meanwhile, an inscription cited by al-Azdi (Ta’rikh, 470) com-
memorates al-Mahdi’s expansion of the city’s congregational mosque ‘ala yad ‘amilihi Muisa b.
Mus‘ab. The chronicler from Zugnin, who uses Arabisms as a matter of course, usually employs
amira; for a discussion, see Harrak, The Chronicle of Zugnin, 25 f. There is a lesson herein for data
miners-to-be.

27 Forand’s discussion of the governors (see notes 4 and 45) contains many errors, but remains
the standard, faute de mieux.

28 We might expect that taxing would fall to a non-Arab client of the Abbasid house, and indeed
this seems to be the only thing known about Minjab, whose name is a muddle to all the copyists,
and who pops up along with other clients only later; see al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3:1016; and the anon-
ymous Kitab al- Uyin wa’l-hada’iq (Fragmenta Historicorum Arabicorum [Leiden, 1869-71]), 438.
29 Al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 492 ff. (appointment in 170 and dismissal in 171) and 511 (confusion about his
possible reappearance in 177); Forand, “The Governors of Mosul According to al-Azdi’s Ta’rikh
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lition [tahalafa] against Harfin,” al-Azdi writes by way of introducing events that
will dominate that next ten pages or so of his text; the narrative tag was rewrit-
ten by Ibn al-Athir, who copied generously from this section of al-Azdi’s work,
but lacked his more subtle understanding of the events.?° To al-Azdji, it appar-
ently seemed that al-‘Attaf sought to preserve the appearance of Abbasid rule:
the notional governor may have been Muhammad b. al-‘Abbas, and Minjab the
notional tax agent, but “he [al-‘Attaf] had taken all effective authority, [Minjab]
being under his control” (ghalib ‘ala al-amr kullihi wa-huwa fi yadihi). There is
not a hint that such authority was considered legitimate, nor that al-‘Attaf sought
caliphal sanction. Such as it was, al-‘Attaf’s rule was over by 180 (early March 796
to early March 797), when, according to multiple sources, Haran al-Rashid arrived
in Mosul and restored direct Abbasid rule.

Who belonged to this “coalition”? Of al-‘Attaf himself, nothing can be said
beyond what al-Azdi tells us. What is clear is that he was from that part of Mosul’s
long-standing and land-holding Azdi élite that could mobilize military force: he
was one of the city’s commanders (quwwad), and one who could attract a follow-
ing of considerable size—some four thousand men, we read, a force that included
“irregulars from the countryside” (sa‘alik al-balad), who had “rallied to him.”* The
sa‘alik®*—in the Mosuli context, it appears all or mainly “southern” Arabs**—stand
in obvious contrast to the city’s formally constituted (and mustered) military forces,
which go by a variety of names in this period: al-ahdath, al-ma‘ina, al-shurta,
al-rawabit (all local militias, the last being an especially fast-moving force that

al-Mawsil,” 96 (mistakenly making him Ibn Khalid); note that al-Tabari (Ta’rikh, 3:630) puts him
in Egypt in 178, and al-Kindi (Kitab Wulat Misr [Nassar ed.; Beirut, n.d.], 148) gives an exact date
for his arrival in Egypt in Dhii al-Hijja of 167.

30 Al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 511 ff.; Ibn al-Athir, al-Kamil fi al-Ta’rikh (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1965-67), 6:140
(khalafa).

31 Is the number believable? Perhaps: in 171 Rawh b. Salih, a Hamdani commander of the
rawabit, led a force of exactly that size; see al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 498 f.

32 The term is used to describe armed opportunists in northern Syria, Armenia, Azerbaijan,
and northern Mesopotamia, especially in the context of frontier warring, overlapping (it would
appear) with the zawagil; see C. Cahen, “Mouvements populaires et autonomisme urbain dans
I’Asie musulmane du moyen age, II,” Arabica 6 (1959): 47; M. Bonner, Aristocratic Violence and
Holy War: Studies in the Jihad and the Arab-Byzantine Frontier (New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press, 1996), 49 and 55; Qudama b. Ja‘far, Kitab al-Kharaj (Leiden: Brill, 1889), 253. Cf. the case of
the bagaudae in ]. F. Drinkwater, “Patronage in Roman Gaul and the Problem of the Bagaudae,”
in Patronage in Ancient Society, ed. A. Wallace-Hadrill (London: Routledge, 1989), 189-203.

33 At least to judge from the Kindi, Azdi, and Hamdani tribesmen who constitute its leadership,
according to al-Azdi; Bonner (Aristocratic Violence, 55 and 68) not unreasonably ties the loss of
stipends and status amongst Jaziran Arabs to sa‘alik numbers.
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seems to have operated outside of the city against pastoralists, including Khari-
jtes),** and, of course, al-harb.*® We have no evidence for any resistance against
al-‘Attaf, and one is entitled to infer that al-‘Attaf was commander of one of these
militias, and it was with it (fortified by sa‘alik) that he took control of the city.>®

We also have a handful of names, figures who were implicated in the events,
and so exempted from the general amnesty that would eventually be announced:
‘Abd al-‘Aziz b. Mu‘awiya, al-Mu‘afa b. Shurayh, Birawayh al-Rahabi, Ya‘la
al-Thaqafi and a certain Muntasir. Taken together, the figures suggest support
from the city’s establishment. At least two are explicitly identified as landowners
(Birawayh and Muntasir), their estates (along with al-‘Attaf’s) being confiscated
after the movement’s failure, to be turned into sawafi lands, which for genera-
tions they remained;* a thousand-dinar bounty was also placed on Birawayh’s
and Muntasir’s heads, the latter fearlessly remaining in the city and escaping the
manhunt only because of the oversight of Hartin’s herald, we read.?® Al-Mu‘afa b.
Shurayh was certainly a figure of local significance: son of Shurayh b. Shurayh
(d.133), who was a victim of the massacre of that year, brother of Bakkar b.
Shurayh (d. 163), gadi of the city for two terms in the 150s and early 160s, and
tied by marriage to the most infamous of the city’s governors in this period, Misa
b. Mus‘ab,*® al-Mu‘afa was nothing if not part of the city’s Azdi establishment.
As it happens, he was the only ringleader to be arrested, a fact that may not be
unrelated to his ability to call in favors from a group of Yamanis (al-Hasan b.
Qahtaba, ‘Abd Allah b. Malik al-Khuza‘i and ‘Abd Allah’s brother, Hamza), who,
having experience in both the Jazira and Mosul, were embedded in caliphal and

34 On which see Robinson, Empire and Elites, 159 f.

35 Which in this context means the authority to muster a salaried army on the caliph’s behalf,
be it for making war on the frontier or against Kharijites who proved too much of a match for
the rawabit; a good example comes in 178 (al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 472), when Harthama b. A‘yan and
Muhammad b. Farriikh, dispatched by al-Mahdi against a Tamimi Kharijite named Yasin, come
to Mosul, then set out from the city and defeat Yasin in heavy fighting. Cf. Ibn al-Athir’s gloss
regarding al-Hasan b. Qahtaba’s army in 162 in al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 463, where he adds “stipended
[soldiers], setting aside the volunteers.”

36 The parallel with soldiers-turned Kharijites (such as, for example, Shabib b. Yazid and Bahlal
b. Bishr) is striking, but we cannot say (as we can of them) that al-‘Attaf had fallen off the rolls.
37 Cf. the case of al-Mu‘afa b. ‘Imran (d. 185 or 186), Mosul’s most celebrated second-century
scholar, who was a “man of immense wealth and numerous estates”; see al-Dhahabi, Ta’rikh
al-Islam (Beirut: Dar al-Gharb al-Islami, 2003), 4:978. For more details, see Robinson, “Al-Mu‘afa
b. ‘Imran and the Beginnings of the Tabagat Literature.”

38 Al-Azdji, Ta’rikh, 516 f.

39 His term was interrupted only by ‘Abd al-Hamid b. Abi Rabah, who held the post in 159 and
160; see al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 454 and 458; on the Shurayhids, Robinson, Empire and Elites, 155 f.
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local patronage networks. Malik al-Khuza‘1 had been the governor of the city from
142-144/45, a post to which his son ‘Abd Allah (d. 213) succeeded in 173 for two
years.*® With local standing and pull from men such as these, it is little wonder
that al-Mu‘afa got off lightly—only a year of captivity in the location of his choice:
Mosul.** If the accounts are to be trusted—and I do not see why they should not—
there is more than a whiff of theatre in these measures, as also in Hartin’s showy
entrance into the city, as we shall see. The punishment does not fit the crime, it
would appear, the imprisonment perhaps being intended less to punish or deter
than to display what Althoff would call the “rules” of medieval politics.*?

Whatever the precise composition of al-‘Attaf’s city-rural coalition—indeed,
perhaps even because it was a city-rural coalition—it did not last. In 180 Harin
arrived in Mosul, having travelled up the Tigris, via the town of al-Haditha, which
lay at the juncture of the Tigris and the Greater Zab, about fifty kilometers south
of the city. Al-‘Attaf responded by leading his own force to Marj Juhayna, a dis-
trict of villages on the western side of the Tigris, about a day’s ride south from
Mosul, thus not far from al-Haditha, which lay on the opposite bank of the river.*?
We read that Marj Juhayna’s “learned and pious men” (shuyiikh and sulaha’)
dissuaded al-‘Attaf from attacking the Abbasid army, and prevailed upon him
to vacate the town; their argument is not spelled out, but al-Azdi’s source, here
Hafs b. ‘Umar al-Bahili, may have had access to the shuyiikh in question. Al-‘Attaf
complied, disappearing to the north, into what our sources conventionally call
Armenia—and so from the historical record, it seems.

This was not the end of the problem, however, for al-‘Attaf’s departure had
the result of leaving Mosul vulnerable to Abbasid retaliation, especially, as one is
entitled to surmise, since the Mosulis were perceived to be complicit. In order to
negotiate their way out of danger, they accordingly dispatched to Marj Juhayna a
delegation of their own, which was comprised of the city’s “notables” (wujiih) and
“learned people” (wa-man kana bi-ha min ahl al-ilm). Coming within memory of
the gory massacre of 133, and within a generation of the Mosulis’ involvement in a
rebellion led by Hassan b. Mujalid (wherein al-Mansur noted their failure to make

40 On the descendants of Qahtaba b. Shabib, see Crone, Slaves on Horses, 188 f.

41 At least one son of his (Ahmad) transmitted his father’s derring-do: al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 516.

42 G. Althoff, Family, Friends and Followers: Political and Social Bonds in Medieval Europe, tr.
C. Carroll (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 148.

43 For the geography, G. Le Strange, The Lands of the Eastern Caliphate (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1905), 90 f.; and Fiey, Assyrie Chrétienne, 3:227.
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good on earlier agreements),* the townsfolk had good reason to be fearful of
Abbasid retribution. The members of this delegation thus had to be chosen care-
fully. It seems to have especially featured ansaris who could carry favor with the
caliph’s chief gadi and negotiator, Abii Yasuf (d. 182), himself an ansari and one,
according to al-Azdi, who was partial to the town. One such figure was al-‘Abbas
b. al-Fadl b. ‘Amr (Abu al-Fadl al-Ansari; d. 186), a native Basran, faqih, and tra-
ditionist, who settled in Mosul, and after whom a mosque in the city was eventu-
ally named; according to one report, he seems to have been rewarded by Harin
with the gadi-ship of the city, but thought better of it and quickly resigned from
the post.*” In addition, the delegation included Misa b. al-Muhajir (d. 201), a
Mosuli fagih and traditionist whom posterity remembered as a follower of Sufyan
al-Thawri (d. 161), two other learned men, Sa‘d and ‘Atig, about whom almost
nothing can be said, as well as others who go unidentified.

What took place, as transmitted by Hafs b. ‘Umar on the authority of anony-
mous shaykhs,*® is a pleasing and edifying piece of narrative that has Aba Yasuf
broker an arrangement whereby the caliph could make good on his oath to kill
the Mosulis while doing little harm to the city. Its heart is the kind of resourceful
casuistry for which the jurist was well known,*” but what we are left missing are
the terms of the Mosulis’ capitulation.*® First, he directs the Mosulis to produce a
real din of prayer calling, the effect of which so impresses Harin that he turns in
wonder to Abt Yasuf: ““Those are muezzins?’ ‘Yes, Commander of the Faithful: the
people are [very pious] Muslims, among them people of goodness, Qur’an-read-
ers, and people of [religious] knowledge and understanding.”” Abu Yasuf then
proposes that “[i]f you enter [the city] at night, you won’t find anyone to kill, and

44 Al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 415 ff.; Robinson, Empire and Elites, 147 ff.; and Robinson, “The Violence of
the Abbasid Revolution,” in Living Islamic History: Studies in Honour of Professor Carole Hillen-
brand, ed. Y. Suleiman (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2010), 241 f.

45 Al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 516 and 519; al-Dhahabi, Ta’rikh al-Islam, 4:873; Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib al-Tah-
dhib, 3:81 (3699); Forand (“The Governors of Mosul According to al-Azdi’s Ta’rikh al-Mawsil,” 96)
goes badly astray here.

46 Al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 516.

47 An ability, to judge from al-Mas tdi (Muriij al-Dhahab [Beirut, 2012], 3:416), which was exact-
ly what recommended him to the Abbasid family. On the origins of legal devices in connection
with oaths, see S. Horii, “Reconsideration of Legal Devices (hiyal) in Islamic Jurisprudence: The
Hanafis and Their ‘Exits,”” Islamic Law and Society 9 (2002): 318 . As is well known, Abi Yasuf
himself wrote on hiyal.

48 Cf. the altogether fuller account of the terms set to effect the capitulation of the governor of
Egypt in 826, which is preserved by al-Kindi and described by M. Tillier, “Le cadi et le sauf-con-
duit (aman): Les enjeux juridiques de la diplomatie dans I'Orient abbasside,” Islamic Law and
Society 19 (2012): 201-21.
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it’s not incumbent upon you to kill someone you can’t see.” Having been directed
to do so by Abt Yasuf, the Mosulis duly disappear from sight, leaving the caliph
one or two people whom he has killed.

Precisely what happened is impossible to know, of course, butin a society where
oaths mattered—“believers are judged by the terms they enter into,” as the Prophet
said*’—at the very least we have to assume that the events had verisimilitude.

Whatever one thinks of the story, there is little reason to doubt the other
measures that Hariin took to recompose Abbasid rule. One was to raze the city’s
walls, a collective punishment that seemed draconian enough to merit mention
in sources that are otherwise ignorant of al-‘Attaf’s rule.>® Here, once again, one
is inclined to think that the measure may actually have been largely symbolic.>
Another was to dismiss the city’s gadi, Isma‘il b. Ziyad al-Du’ali. Of Kufan origins,
the “learned and abstemious” Isma‘il had been appointed by Hartin himself in
174, but the causes for his removal could not be made clearer: Isma‘il, Hartin
alleged, was “partial” to the people of the city. Indeed, the Mosulis lauded his
conduct and wrote down [hadith] on his authority.”* By contrast, his replacement,
the learned ‘Abd Allah b. Khalil, had “compositions” (musannafat) to his name,
but “the people found fault with his conduct,” their complaints reaching Hartin
as late as year 188.>3 Knowing that he was about to be dismissed, Isma‘il still
had enough time to exercise his prerogative as gadi to document the ownership
of Wa’il b. Shahhaj’s properties in the name of his son, ‘Isar. The Banii Shahhaj
were a powerful family in the city, and one can only speculate about how they
had conducted themselves during al-‘Attaf’s interregnum.>*

Meanwhile, both Minjab, the tax agent, and the discredited governor,
Muhammad b. al-‘Abbas, were dismissed, and their responsibilities combined in
the person of the well-connected and well-travelled Yahya b. Sa‘id al-Harashi, a
descendant of a storied Qaysi from northern Syria.>® The appointment of a ‘north-

49 Al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 418 f. (adduced by al-Mansiir in connection with the Mosulis).

50 Al-Dinawari, al-Akhbar al-tiwal (Leiden: Brill, 1888), 385 f.; al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3:645, guessing
that Har{in was responding to Kharijites.

51 Cf. the case described by Althoff, Family, Friends and Followers, 150.

52 On Isma‘il, see al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 504, 506, 508, and 518 f.; see also al-Dhahabi, Ta’rikh al-Is-
lam, 4:581; Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib al-Tahdhib, 1:249 f. (552); and al-Mizzi, Tahdhib al-Kamal (Beirut:
Mu’assasat al-Risala, 1998), 1:468 (446).

53 Al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 518 f., 535, and 543.

54 Wa’il himself had been in charge of the city’s shurta in 146; see al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 404 and 519;
on the Shahhajis, Robinson, Empire and Elites, 154 f.

55 On Yahya and his family, see Crone, Slaves on Horses, 144 f. Waxing theoretical, al-Azdi ex-
plains elsewhere (Ta’rikh, 401, in year 145) that Mosuli practice was for governors to have author-
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erner’ after Sufyan’s Azdi rule cannot have been coincidental. In any event, Yahya
was directed to recoup the taxes lost to Baghdad during the two- or three-year
interregnum, and he collected some six million dirhams, we read;*® given what
other sources describe as Mosul’s annual revenue in this period—no less than
twenty-four million according to one budget®”’—the figure is relatively modest; it
is dwarfed, for example, by the cost that Hariin is said to have spent on the one-
hundred-thousand-man army that he sent into Byzantium twelve years earlier.>®
Even so, al-Azdi has it that the exactions necessary to make up the shortfall forced
Mosulis to flee to Azerbaijan, brought villages into ruin, and opened districts to
lawlessness.

Given northern Mesopotamia’s geography, along with the state’s evolving military
and political culture, we might expect various forms of resistance from tribesmen,
be it passive or active, such as refusing to appear when called up (takhalluf) and
abandoning long campaigns®® (both passive) or, especially for those who have
fallen off the diwan and out of favor, banditry and other forms of rural opportun-

ity over “[ceremonial] prayer, security and taxing [al-saldt wa’l-ma ‘@una wa’l-kharajl, if it [i.e., the
last, taxing] was granted to him,” and a subordinate sahib al-rabita, who was charged with fight-
ing Kharijites. Depending on the circumstances, tax levying could thus fall under the authority
of the governor, the tax agent, or the gadi. Examples of the last are plenty enough: an Umayyad
one is Maymiin b. Mihran (thus Aba Yasuf, Kitab al-Kharaj [Balag: al-Matba‘at al-Misriya, 1302],
114); for Abbasid ones, al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 413, and below.

56 Or one million (al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 518).

57 S. A.al-Ali, “Ibn al-Mutarrif’s List of Revenues in the Early Times of Hartin al-Rashid,” Journal
of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 14 (1971): 303-10 (al-Mawsil, inclusive of Takrit).
Precisely what to make of these numbers remains unclear; a recent discussion is M. Shatzmiller,
“Economic Performance and Economic Growth in the Early Islamic World,” Journal of the Eco-
nomic and Social History of the Orient 54 (2011): 146 ff.

58 Thus al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3:504 (where exact sums of 194,000 dinars and 21,414,800 dirhams
are given). This was an astounding sum, of course, for an exceptional army; cf. the numbers
given in ca. 178 for the army returning from Transoxania with al-Fadl b. Yahya in the anonymous
Kitab al-‘Uyiin wa’l-Hada’iq, 296 (1,500,000 dirhams). The size and salaries of Abbasid armies
remain open to dispute; for an overview, H. Kennedy, The Armies of the Caliphs (London and New
York: Routledge, 2001), 78 ff. and 96 ff.

59 See the discussion in P. Crone, “Were the Qays and Yemen of the Umayyad Period Political
Parties?,” Der Islam 71 (1994): 36 ff.; and Bonner, Aristocratic Violence, 32 ff.
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ism (all active).®® And given the potent activist model that the first generation of
Arabian tribesmen had bequeathed to subsequent generations of Muslims, nor
should we be surprised that such active resistance could be given a measure of
ideological coherence by Kharijism, which was endemic in the Jaziran country-
side throughout the eighth century. In fact, Kharijite rebellions in the Jazira and
Mosul were so numerous and regular that when the Mosulis explained the under-
collection of taxes by adducing a Kharijite episode in 175, it is hard to know if the
explanation was genuine or convenient.®* Since the Mosuli elite was known to
flirt with Kharijites, this may well have struck the Abbasids as a bit rich.®* All in
all, Kharijism in northern Mesopotamia highlights the limits of both the state’s
effective power (especially in rural districts) and the efficacy of its ideological
program: there was a steady succession of Kharijites (especially Shaybanis and
Tamimis) in part because they had northern Mesopotamia’s geography on their
side, and in part because they also had a compelling construction of Islam on
their side.®®

But matters were surely different in the misr of Mosul, the state’s political
and military hub. What, beyond restiveness, resentment, or geographic limin-
ality, can explain the Mosulis’ ill-advised and short-lived bid, predicated as it
apparently was upon a rural-urban coalition? To propose an answer we must first
backtrack and make some general comments about economic and social context.

The early Islamic economic and social order should be understood as an elab-
oration upon late-antique patterns in the eastern Mediterranean. While contrac-
tion and simplification are the rule elsewhere (even in Byzantium, where there
was greater continuity than in the post-Roman West),** in the heartlands of the
Islamic Middle East the trajectory is continuity in settlement and trade through
the seventh and into the eighth century (varying by region, of course), fostered by

60 Of course there are illuminating parallels in the late-Roman West; see R. Van Dam, Lead-
ership and Continuity in Late Antique Gaul (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California
Press, 1985), 16 ff.

61 Al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 504 f. The Kharijite in question is al-Fadl b. Sa‘id, on whom see below.

62 For such episodes, see Robinson, Empire and Elites, 147 f.

63 That the Jazira was an infamous breeding ground for Kharijites is clear; for the sources, see
Robinson, Empire and Elites, 111n18. To that list of Marwanid rebellions (110 f.) can be added
the incomplete enumeration to year 184 that follows, which is drawn from Khalifa b. Khayyat,
al-Azdi, al-Tabari and Ibn al-Athir: al-Burayka (year 133), al-Mulabbad al-Shaybani (137), Hassan
b. Mujalid al-Hamdani (148), ‘Abd al-Salam b. Hashim al-Yashkuri (162), Yasin/Basir al-Tamimi
(168), Hamza (169), al-Sahsah (171), al-Fadl b. Sa‘id al-Radani (173), Kh/Jurasha b. Sinan (176),
al-Walid b. Tarif (178 or 79), and Aba ‘Amr (184).

64 For a very useful overview of the current evidence, see M. Whittow, “Early Medieval Byzan-
tium and the End of the Ancient World,” Journal of Agrarian Change 9 (2009): 134-53.
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the survival of state structures, practices, and institutions, including coinage and
taxing. Conquest in the seventh century had not only put an end to over a century
of ever-intensifying warfare between Byzantine and Sasanian armies in northern
Mesopotamia, but, one imagines, it also (more invisibly) lowered transaction costs
by removing borders and increasing the flow of information. Uniform coinage
facilitated exchange, and was struck in sufficient number to ensure a degree of
monetization. As the eighth century unrolled, one can discern increasing admin-
istrative size and complexity, which culminated in the great taxing machine that
was the centralizing and bureaucratic early Abbasid Empire.®> Already in the
Marwanid period northern Mesopotamia had established itself as an important
part of the interregional network of trade, but in the extraordinarily detailed and
contemporaneous testimony of the Zugnin Chronicle, which was written in about
775, we have what can be compared to a high-resolution snapshot of the acceler-
ating integration of the northern Syrian countryside into this network in the 760s
and early 770s. The picture is not pretty, and much of the chronicler’s lachrymose
account focuses on the infamies and depravations of Miisa b. Mus‘ab.5¢

A full accounting of fiscal practices and, crucially, how they related to trade is
asubject for another place; three points can be made here. The first is about wealth
and the grain market. The grains of the Jazira’s rain-fed and irrigated plains and
valleys were invaluable to the explosive urbanism of southern Iraq,® in addition
to the burgeoning conurbation of al-Rafiqa/al-Raqqga, with its industrial center
and well-settled hinterlands.®® The archaeological and literary evidence for set-
tlement in the middle Euphrates and Balikh combines nicely, and leaves no doubt
that the late Umayyad and early Abbasid period saw a substantial increase in set-

65 Non-Islamicists, often thinking comparatively or diachronically, and working with archaeo-
logical and numismatic evidence, sometimes find it easier than do Islamicists to recognize the
enormous scale of the political and economic achievement. As good an example as any is the
proposal that the late eighth and early ninth centuries mark the second of the Mediterranean’s
three great trade cycles; see C. Wickham, “The Mediterranean around 800: On the Brink of the
Second Trade Cycle,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 58 (2004), 161-74.

66 See above, notes 20 and 21. And note that al-Kindi (Wuldat Misr, 148) speaks of his corruption
as well.

67 For a recent overview, see H. Kennedy, “Feeding the Five Hundred Thousand: Cities and Ag-
riculture in Early Islamic Mesopotamia,” Iraq 73 (2011): 177-99.

68 For the “vast urban complex” and its industrial center, see S. Heidemann, “The History of the
Industrial and Commercial Area of ‘Abbasid al-Raqqa, Called al-Raqqga al-Muhtariqa,” Bulletin
of the School of Oriental and African Studies 69 (2006): 33; for the surrounding region, S. Heide-
mann, “The Agricultural Hinterland of Baghdad, al-Raqqa and Samarra’: Settlement Patterns
in the Diyar Mudar,” in Proche-Orient du Justinien aux abbassides: Peuplement et dynamiques
spatiales, ed. A. Borrut, et al. (Turnhout: Brepols, 2011), 43-58.
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tlement, driven in large measure by large-scale investments in irrigation.® Jaziran
grains (mainly wheat and barley) were shipped downriver, sometimes already
milled into flour, Mosul apparently playing an enormous role in the river-borne
trade. That the city was wealthy and populous in the mid-eighth century is made
clear by the scale of its building already in the late Umayyad period (especially the
large-scale installation of mills in the city’s purpose-built canal), the enlargement
of its walls, and property speculation, along with stray anecdotes relating to mor-
tality; we read that thirty thousand Mosulis died in the massacres of 133, and an
epidemic in 77374 is said to have killed as many as one thousand in a single day.”
That the prosperity came in some large measure from growing and trading grain
is just as clear, and not merely because the city’s built geography was so clearly
conditioned by milling: the chronicler from Zugnin is at some pains to describe
the wealth of Mosulis living in the Jazira, which he explicitly attributes to land-
owning and money lending.”* For him, measuring the scale of natural disaster
(especially drought and epidemic) usually means measuring its effect upon grain
prices and, occasionally, the damage done to the infrastructure of milling.”? His
was not merely a monetized society, but a highly price-sensitive one.”

69 For the middle Euphrates, see S. Berthier, ed., Peuplement rural et aménagements hydro-agri-
coles dans la moyenne vallée de 'Euphrate, fin VI siecle-XIX® siécle (Damascus: Institut Francais
de Damas, 2001), which documents significant expansion in settlement in the Umayyad and
early Abbasid periods. The Balikh valley survey reveals a peak of settlement in the late eighth
and ninth centuries; see K. Bartl, Friihislamische Besiedlung im Balih-Tal/Nordsyrien (Berlin: Re-
imer, 1994), 186 f. The evidence is summarized and discussed by Kennedy, “Feeding the Five
Hundred Thousand,” 190 ff.

70 For the epidemic, Zugnin Chronicle, 358 ff./305 ff.; and Robinson, Empire and Elites, 81
(where a guesstimate of fifty thousand is made for the mid-eighth-century city). Cf. M. Decker
(Tilling the Hateful Earth: Agricultural Production and Trade in the Late Antique East [Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 2009], 84 and 150 f.), where Edessa’s population is estimated to have been
somewhere between thirty and fifty thousand, apparently the largest in this part of Byzantine
Oriens. Kennedy (“Feeding the Five Hundred Thousand,” 177) puts Baghdad at its height at five
hundred thousand, and Basra (earlier) at two hundred fifty thousand.

71 Zugnin Chronicle, 254/224 f.

72 For example, a flood in 762-763 is said to have swept away millstones on the Tigris, and by
this we are presumably to understand mill installations such as those that lay in the river or its
canals; see the Zugnin Chronicle, 228/205; and, for the city’s milling industry, Robinson, Empire
and Elites, 78 f. (including a ten-year canal project). Mills were both expensive and crucial to the
Jaziran economy, which is why they are singled out for protection in treaty texts (al-Baladhuri,
Futith al-buldan [Leiden: Brill, 1866], 174), and subject to legal scrutiny (thus Aba Yasuf, Kitab
al-Kharaj, 93 [reading al-‘arbal).

73 According to a view ascribed to the early Abbasid Yahya b. Muhammad, the Mosulis were of
three kinds: Kharijites, thieves, and merchants; see al-Baladhuri, Ansab al-ashraf (Beirut: Stein-
er, 1978), 281.
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The second point I wish to make is about the fiscal information. The Zugnin
Chronicle is commonly said to document the operation of a rapacious taxing
regime in the 760s and 770s—and this it surely does. What often goes unmen-
tioned is how it also documents a minutely measured and audited rural society,
the information and data gathered up by swarming tax agents, census takers,
assessors, surveyors, and record-keeping scribes, all apparently working closely
with small armies of specialized tax collectors targeting differential tax catego-
ries, accompanied by soldiers, sealers, and branders. There is nothing surpris-
ing about this; after all, there was a lot riding on the accuracy of the records.”™
Thus was rapacious taxing predicated upon a massively comprehensive record
of tax liability—of people, properties (including churches and monasteries) and
agricultural produce and goods, down to the single beehive.” The flood of per-
sonnel and scale of the record keeping may have been unprecedented—this (year
769-70) is the first time one reads of tax fugitives (jawali) in northern Mesopota-
mia—but the accounts are probably exceptional only in the glimpse they allow
us at rural conditions. Although it is difficult to measure the regularity of the
flow of information from the tax-producing, rural hinterland to provincial and
imperial capital, there is no question that Mosul, as geography would suggest,
was not only an entrep6t for goods and people travelling downriver, but also for
intelligence.” Jazirans and Mosulis alike, we read, would take their complaints
about the noxious Masa b. Mus‘ab directly to the caliph in Baghdad.”” Here one
is entitled to point out that al-Attaf’s rebellion reflects a striking failure of intelli-
gence, one that contrasts sharply with al-Mansiir’s success in aborting Isma‘il b.

74 Namely (if one believes the numbers), fifty-four million dirhams (the Jazira, Diyar Rabi‘a and
Mudar, and Mosul), at least according to the budget that survives from Harfin’s time; see al-Alj,
“Ibn al-Mutarrif’s List of Revenues.”

75 The set of lugubrious accounts begins at Zugnin Chronicle, 252ff/223 ff. Mosuli honey figures
in both budgets and the geographers; see, for example, al-Muqaddasi, Ahsan al-tagasim fi ma‘ri-
fat al-agalim (Leiden: Brill, 1877), 145; and al-Ali, “Ibn al-Mutarrif’s List of Revenues.” For sealing
and branding in early Islam and the Jazira, see C. F. Robinson, “Neck-sealing in Early Islam,”
Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 48 (2005): 409—41.

76 Here it is worth noting that when al-Mahdi directed Hartin to hasten from al-Raqqa to Bagh-
dad by the barid, he made his way from Harran to Baghdad via Mosul “in a matter of days”;
see al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 466. Traveling from Mosul to Baghdad “in haste down the Tigris,” as Ibn
Shaddad has it, meant covering the distance in just over two days; see The Rare and Excellent
History of Saladin, trans. D. S. Richards (Burlington, VT: Aldershot, 2002), 57. More generally,
A. Silverstein, Postal Systems in the Pre-modern Islamic World (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2007), esp. 80 and 107.

77 Zugnin Chronicle, 313/271.
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‘Al1’s bid for independence in 142; in that case, it was the caliph’s knowledge of
Isma‘il’s alliance with the chief of the rawabit, Ibn Mishkan, that was crucial.”®
Be that as it may, there is no doubt that governor and caliph alike could access
impressively detailed information about the fiscal bureaucracy, land tenure, reve-
nues and the like, tax agent and caliph communicating directly with each other in
the early Abbasid period, as an illuminating account from the year 176 tells us.”
Al-Azdi preserves a wide variety of documents that give some indication of the
flow of such information. One such document had been in the possession of the
qadi al-Harith b. Jartid, who passed it on to his sons; it seems to have been part of
an archive of “old” material (some written on parchment) relating in part to tax-
ation, which was under the authority of the gadi in 146.%° The letter, apparently
reproduced in something very close to its entirety, was written on 13 Shawwal 152
(22 October 769), on behalf of al-Mansr, to Isma‘il b. ‘Abd Allah al-Qasri, gover-
nor of the city in 151 and 152. It takes up charges of embezzlement levied against a
number of officials (agents, scribes, assistants, and accountants),® and instructs
the governor to act upon information that the caliph has sent to him in a reg-
ister (daftar), which recorded their names, their domiciles, and the accusations
against them. Another account also illustrates the minute scale of record keeping.
When, in 782 or 783, collection from an estate in the region of Mosul dropped
well below its multiyear average (‘ibra),®* news of the shortfall was transmitted
to Baghdad, and al-Mahdi himself took the matter up and called the governor

78 See al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 377 f.; Robinson, Empire and Elites, 160.

79 Al-Waqidi apud al-Tabari (al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3:627 f.) recounts how the recently appointed
‘Umar b. Mihran handled temporizing and dissembling taxpayers in Egypt: “[I]n those days, the
tax agents would correspond [directly] with the caliph,” we read: one infers that the practice
had fallen into desuetude by the time of al-Wagqidi (d. 823). By providing Hariin all manner of
information (names, sums, etc.), ‘Umar made good on his threat to deliver one of the shirkers
to Baghdad, but the measure had only mixed results because others failed to deliver the third
installment (najm), forcing him to summon the “taxpayers and merchants,” the latter, one sup-
poses, acting as money lenders. For najm as “installment,” see http://hum.leiden.edu/lias/for-
mation-of-islam/topics-state/arab-fisc-term.html#n.

80 Al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 405, 413 and 429; cf. W. Hallaq, “The Qadi’s Diwan (sijill) before the Otto-
mans,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 61 (1998): 415-36; and, more gen-
erally, 1. Bligh-Abramski, “The Judiciary (gadis) as a Governmental-administrative Tool in Early
Islam,” Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 35 (1992): 40-71.

81 ‘Ummal, kuttab, a‘wan and qasatir.

82 For the definition, see C. E. Bosworth, “Abt ‘Abdallah al-Khwarazmi on the Technical Terms
of the Secretary’s Art: A Contribution to the Social History of Medieval Islam,” Journal of the Eco-
nomic and Social History of the Orient 12 (1969): 135 f. (it documents two- or three-year horizons
for averaging).
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to account. “It happens that I am familiar with the issue,” explained Masa b.
Mus‘ab, the North’s most infamous governor, “since it [the estate, day‘a] is adja-
cent to mine. .. Its yield [that was to be the basis for the tax collection]| was trans-
ferred to another estate, and both [of the estates] are [now] owned by another
man.”® The caliph found the explanation unpersuasive, and transferred Miisa to
Egypt. The rebellion of al-Fadl b. Sa‘id al-Radani started in Balad in 173, where he
was promptly bought off for one hundred thousand dirhams; but he reappeared
in 175 near Nisibis with five hundred men under his command, and made his way
northwest (as far as Khilat), then headed southeast, eventually being killed on
the Zab. The result was a reduction in tax revenue, which al-Azdi’s sources can
identify by category.®*

The third point to be made here regards tax liability. The expansion and fiscal
integration of swathes of the northern Mesopotamian countryside had manifold
effects in the 760s and 770s. One was to enrich Mosuli landowners and grain mer-
chants, who profited from the interdigitation of market and fisc. Another was to
subordinate a religio-ethnic elite under the new political order. Sedentarization
must have been a complex, start-and-stop process, sometimes sponsored by the
state by granting land;® but the Zugnin Chronicle makes it clear that no later than
the mid- to late 760s, Muslim Arabs (tayyayé) had fallen off the Abbasids’ diwan,
purchased lands and cattle, and taken to agriculture, as much as they might have
wanted to re-enroll in the caliph’s army.?¢ Settlement in this case must mainly
have been a reflex of dynastic change. Having lost their status as members of the
ruling elite, these demobilized Arabs now shared the same fate as the Christian
peasants of the Jazira, subject not only to the regime of census and assessment
(ta‘dil) that until this point (772-73) had been restricted to non-Arab Christians,®

83 And so, one presumes, there was an over-collection elsewhere—or so he was claiming; al-
Azdi, Ta’rikh, 248 f.; on Misa, see Robinson, Empire and Elites, 156 ff.

84 Al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 504 f.

85 Thus we read that already in Mu‘awiya’s time Arabs were being settled in the Jazira; see
al-Baladhuri, Futith al-buldan, 178. For settlement on the frontier in the early Abbasid period,
see P. von Sivers, “Land and Trade in the ‘Abbasid Thughir, 750-962/133-351,” Journal of the
Economic and Social History of the Orient 25 (1982): 75 f.

86 As is made clear in at least two crucial passages; Zugnin Chronicle, 231/208 (in 76667 the
tayyaye no longer receive the gzita) and 251/222 (mustering in Harran in 767-68). The classic dis-
cussion remains C. Cahen, “Fiscalité, propriété, antagonismes sociaux en Haute-Mésopotamie
au temps des premiers ‘Abbasides, d’aprés Denys de Tell-Mahré,” Arabica 1 (1954): 136-52; see
also Kennedy, Armies of the Caliphs, 96.

87 Zugnin Chronicle, 298/259 (where its unprecedented character is mentioned explicitly as a
cause of outrage). For Egyptian parallels, see W. al-Qadi, “Population Census and Land Surveys
under the Umayyads (41-132/661-750),” Der Islam 83 (2008): 405 ff. (“re-assessment”).
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but also to the humiliation, torture, and, to judge from our chronicler’s lugubri-
ous catalogue of woe, the destitution that could come with being taxed so mer-
cilessly.®®

So the beneficiaries of taxation—both materially and in status—had become
taxpayers, and this at precisely the time that non-Arab converts were taking on
increasingly prominent roles in the state. Whatever their precise construction of
faith, to many Muslim Arabs of northern Mesopotamia it must have appeared
a perversion of the natural order of things that they were to pay a humiliating
tribute to a Jaziran governor, especially a non-Arab parvenu such as Khalid b.
Barmak.®® Arab rule—with all the privileges that it delivered or implied—was
over.®® Echoes of the extension of tax liabilities into the pastoralist economy can
be heard in al-Azdi. The first attestation we have for a tax agent specifically tasked
with levying the kharaj and sadaqat, the pastoralists’ tax that the Zugnin chroni-
cler knows as sadagqat al-mal, appears in 168/785, and three years later we read of
a tax-levying expedition to the Taghlib that went very badly.** One cannot fail to
notice that the frequency of Kharijite rebellions in the Jazira and Mosul appears
to correlate well with the extension of taxation into the countryside during the
late 760s and 770s.%?

What does this context allow us to say about the events in question? It is
impossible to avoid the obvious conclusion that taxing lay at or near the heart
of the matter: it was Minjab and his taxes that seem to have concerned al-‘Attaf,
just as it was recouping the uncollected taxes that concerned Har{in and his new
governor, Yahya b. Sa‘id al-Harashi. As a token of political subordination and a
mechanism for surplus extraction, taxation was a perennial source of contention

88 Thus the Zugnin Chronicle, 269 £./237 f. (tayyayeé subjected to all manner of torture and humil-
iation). Various tortures are condemned by Aba Yasuf, Kitab al-Kharaj, 105, 109, and 119.

89 The awe that the Mosulis felt for Khalid b. Barmak, one Mosuli informant reported, was great-
er than they had for any other governor; see al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 422 f.; and al-Tabari, Tarikh, 3:383.
On Khalid’s early career, see C. E. Bosworth, “Abii Hafs ‘Umar al-Kirmani and the Rise of the Bar-
makids,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 57 (1994): 268-82. According to the
Zugnin Chronicle (266/234), Miisa b. Mus‘ab employed a Zoroastrian administrator (Syr: ‘amel).
90 The Zuqnin chronicler reflects how the Syrian Arabs saw things: the “Persians” (parsaye) had
defeated the (Arab) Umayyads, the Arabs of Syria rebelled against the Persians, Aba Ja‘far al-
Manstr was “the king of the Persians” (malka d-parsaye), etc. See the Zugnin Chronicle, 192/178
and 195/181.

91 Al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 498 f. According to the Zugnin Chronicle (319/275), the effects of Miisa’s ca-
lamitous taxing measures had reached some in Taghlib a decade earlier. Needless to say, pasto-
ralist and settled economies were intertwined.

92 For an unscientific sample, see above, note 63.
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in virtually all provinces (as elsewhere), of course. To understand this particular
episode, one needs to consider timing.

Above I noted the relatively modest sum (six million dirhams) that al-Harashi
was able to recoup. One can discount the figure for any number of reasons, but
that it may be taken to suggest that revenues were down in this period is, as it
happens, confirmed by al-Azdi himself,*> who describes a fall in wheat prices that
took place a year before al-‘Attaf’s rebellion, the most recent drop in a period
of volatility that is documented by the Zugnin Chronicle.** So we have a trigger:
the fiscal system was embedded in a thoroughly monetized grain market (taxes
were to be paid in coin by selling crops, often at gross disadvantage to cultiva-
tors),” and even if prices were depressed, Baghdad expected the taxes all the
same—and at levels that were unsustainable. For above all, the army needed to
be paid in coin. One is inevitably drawn to the conclusion that something like a
structural limit was being reached: Baghdad had been pressing too hard for too
long. Al-Mansir had squeezed,®® Miisa b. Mus‘ab had squeezed, and now Hariin
was squeezing anew, as Christian chroniclers are keen to record.””

In sum, it seems likely that al-‘Attaf’s takeover was less the result of Mosuli
audacity than desperate resourcefulness, the events ultimately being set in train
by Baghdad’s increasing appetite for revenue. Landowners here and elsewhere
had the means to turn the asynchrony of taxing season and agricultural yield
to their advantage, and, in any number of ways, capitalize upon the vulnerable
peasant—“the needy tiller who works with his own hand,” as Ab Yasuf knows

93 In addition to the budget data, cf. the higher numbers reported by Qudama b. Ja‘far
(6,300,000) and Ibn Khurdadhbih (4,000,000); see Robinson, Empire and Elites, 82.

94 Al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 506; for a discussion of these and other prices in the period, see now
M. Campopiano, “State, Land Tax, and Agriculture in Iraq from the Arab Conquest to the Crisis
of the Abbasid Caliphate (Seventh-Tenth Centuries),” Studia Islamica 107 (2012): 1-37 (for Mosul,
33f.); and Campopiano, “Land Tax ‘alal-misaha and mugasama: Legal Theory and the Balance
of Social Forces in Early Medieval Iraq (6®"-8" Centuries C.E.),” Journal of the Economic and So-
cial History of the Orient 54 (2011): 258 f. However and whenever one sees the introduction of the
mugqasama in the Sawad, it had not taken root in the Jazira in this period (if it ever did). In fact,
as Cahen noted (“Fiscalité, propriété, antagonismes sociaux,” 138 f. and 144 f.), the anonymous
chronicler from Zugnin used a terminology that is archaic by the standards of the jurists, and
there is no evidence of the mugasama in operation in the world that he knew.

95 For details, see C. F. Robinson, “One Monk’s Economics: The Countryside of Northern Syria in
the Late Eighth Century,” (forthcoming).

96 See, for example, Michael the Syrian, Chronique de Michel, patriarche jacobite d’Antioche
1166-1199 (Paris: Laroux, 1899-1924), 11:xxv.

97 See, for example, the Chronicle of 1234, published as Chronicon anonymum ad annum Christi
1234 pertinens (1916; reprint, Louvain: CSCO, 1974), 2:3/1 (“tribute,” mdatta).
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him;*® these and other activities were profitable, if necessarily risky.*® But now
the balance between gain and risk had been lost, and the Mosuli landowners
took matter into their own hands. Seen from a broader perspective, this was no
small thing: what we may have is an attempt on the part of a landowning elite to
outfit itself with military force independent of the state. At the very least, we have
an attempt to force Baghdad’s hand. That it failed reflects not merely something
about Abbasid power at the end of the eighth century, but also something about
the nature of early Islamic politics in general.'*®

v

Having reached some conclusions about the events of the mid-790s, we may now
usefully turn to some concluding observations about the nature of Abbasid rule.
What we have in the late eighth century is a discernibly Islamic iteration of
empire: a large and multinational polity that made hegemonic claims, which
were both compelling and legitimating, and that featured an organizational
hub and extracted wealth from subordinated populations, typically through tax
or tribute.’®® In this particular case, claims for legitimacy and hegemony were
grounded in history (especially the Abbasid revolution), descent (consanguinity
with the Prophet) and an imam-centric conception of the religio-political order,*®
amodel of reciprocal loyalty between ruler and elite being periodically reaffirmed

98 Abi Yasuf, Kitab al-Khardj, 122, which stipulates a lower rate for the peasant, but effectively
concedes coerced selling. As Cahen puts it crisply: “Les paysans ne peuvent I’acquérir [coinage
to pay the tax] que par la vente immédiate de leur récolte” (“Fiscalité, propriété, antagonismes
sociaux,” 143).

99 Wickham, Framing the Middle Ages, 68. Such practices are described by the Zugnin Chroni-
cle (Robinson, “One Monk’s Economics”), and proscribed by Aba Yasuf (for one example, Kitab
al-Kharaj, 105). The most sophisticated discussion of the Kitab al-Kharaj belongs to N. Calder
(Studies in Early Muslim Jurisprudence [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993], 121 ff.), but the ar-
gument that the final redaction belongs to al-Khassaf and the mid-third century is unpersuasive.
I see no reason to disbelieve that it belongs in the late second century.

100 Cf. C. Wickham, “Tributary Empires: Late Rome and the Arab Caliphate,” in Tributary Em-
pires in Global History, ed. Bang and Bayly, 2009 ff.

101 For some of the competing definitions of “state” and “empire,” see the literature cited in
note 1 above; for one recent Middle Eastern case study, K. Barkey, Empire of Difference: The Otto-
mans in Comparative Perspective (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008).

102 One cannot improve upon the discussion in P. Crone and M. Hinds, God’s Caliph: Religious
Authority in the First Centuries of Islam (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 80 ff.
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and reenacted by ceremonial.'®® The state’s finances were drawn principally from
agricultural surpluses that were extracted through taxes on the land levied in
coins, either from the Iraqi hinterland or the empire’s heterogeneous provinces.
Income (net of structural inefficiencies, leakage, embezzlement, graft, etc.) was
redirected chiefly towards maintaining tools of coercion (especially armies and
the administrators who supported them) and modes of persuasion, such as a wide
variety of ceremonial events and rituals, in addition to ongoing performances of
status and entitlement, such as the possession and consumption of wealth.

Late eighth-century Baghdad thus served as the organizational and ideo-
logical center of an economic and political network of cities and towns that was
tied together by the flow of information, goods, coins, people, and power. And
provincial cities, such as Mosul, were the primary sites where Baghdad’s hege-
monic claims had to be translated into effective policies and politics. Al-Azdi, to
whom we owe so much of our understanding of Mosuli politics, understood some
version of this idea—that metropolis and provincial capital were partners in the
creation and maintenance of empire. This is the case in two respects.

First, our author tells us the Mosuli elite was the product of conquest, Arab
tribal settlement, Umayyad and Abbasid investment and patronage, and the con-
siderable wealth that came from the city’s political, military, and economic role
within a province that was tributary to the caliphs. We may not be able to map the
distribution of the elite’s social power in any detail, nor know whether non-Mus-
lims played any real part in it,’** but we have enough evidence to know that the
ingredients were descent (especially from settler tribes, such as the Azd and
Hamdan), landowning, office holding, and religious learning. Such social power
explains why locals had prerogatives (such as militias) that Baghdad respected,
and produced gadis whom Baghdad was content to appoint. Power, one might
say, had to be refracted through the provincials in order to be projected effec-
tively. In this sense, there certainly was a “system,” as Kennedy would have it,
one that mediated between provincial capital and imperial metropolis.

On the other hand, al-Azdi also provides for us a more or less continuous narra-
tive of provincial ambivalence about this system. For throughout the eighth century
Mosulis had been given to testing the caliphs’ limits, Umayyad and Abbasid alike:

103 A. Marsham, Rituals of Islamic Monarchy: Accession and Succession in the First Muslim Em-
pire (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009).

104 When Muslims built Mosul on the opposite side of the river from Nineveh, they symboli-
cally left behind the ancient and late-antique world. Cf. the altogether more prominent role of
Christian notables in Jaziran towns and cities, such as Edessa, Amida, Nisibis, and Mayyafariqin.
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by sheltering or supporting Kharijites;'* switching sides as soon as the opportunity
presented itself and putting up imprudent opposition to the imposition of Abbasid
rule (in 132-33); providing a setting for Isma‘il b. ‘Ali’s attempt to resist dismissal
by the caliph (in 142); and throwing their lot in with al-‘Attaf b. Sufyan. Here the
pattern was not to ask for permission, it appears, but to ask for forgiveness, in this
last case by leveraging the connections Mosulis had made with those with close
ties of loyalty or kinship with Baghdad. In other words, it appears that the Mosulis
knew that the caliphs’ oaths, pledges, threats, and ultimatums were made as a
matter of course; they were part of the rhetoric of power and rule, one of its “rules,”
and could be managed as such.'® The negotiating that took place in Marj Juhayna,
which opened the way for the re-imposition of direct Abbasid rule in 180, was thus
more than just the denouement of one episode of Mosuli restiveness. In fact, prac-
tices of face-to-face negotiation carried out to avert the threat or risk of violence
appear frequently enough that they can be said to have both symbolized the bro-
kered nature of Abbasid rule and constituted a crucial tool in the very conduct of
politics.’®” Unacknowledged in theory, they were as much part of the “system” of
rule (and of “rules”) as any other institutionalized practice.

Such as it was then, the “system” that tied province to metropolis was already
in clear disrepair before the civil war that broke out upon Hartin’s death, and
resulted in the emergence of local autonomy signaled by the power of local chief-
tains. How al-Azdi understands the politics of the matter is worth noting:

When caliphal authority (al-sultan) weakened, and the protection (al-himaya) [it afforded]
diminished, the people of Mosul rallied around ‘Ali b. al-Hasan al-Hamdani [a local chief-
tain] so that he would take control of the region and protect its sub-districts. From this
time until the passing of the Bani al-Hasan, they would let enter [into the city] a caliphally
appointed governor (al-wali min wulat al-sultan) only if they found him satisfactory, their
being in effective control all the while.'*®

105 Examples for which we have explicit evidence for Mosuli favor include Bahlal b. Bishr (in
119), Bistam and/or Sa‘id b. Bahdal (126), al-Dahhak b. Qays (128), and al-Hassan b. Mujalid
(148).

106 As far back as Marwan I, a caliph had pledged to execute the Mosulis’ fighting men (mugqa-
tila) and enslave their offspring (al-Azdi, Ta‘rikh, 259), but here too nothing came of the threats.
The unacknowledged “rules,” it could be argued, would have been violated. (I borrow the term
and idea from G. Althoff, Spielregeln der Politik im Mittelalter: Kommunikation in Frieden und
Fehde [Darmstadt: Primus, 1997]). Here it could also be said that the wanton violence of the
revolutionary period (see Robinson, “The Violence of the Abbasid Revolution”) took place at a
moment of intense religio-political charge, precisely when those rules of engagement had been
suspended.

107 On Abbasid diplomatics in this context, see Tillier, “Le cadi et le sauf-conduit.”

108 Al-Azdi, Ta’rikh, 563 (year 195).
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Might protection be one key to understanding empire? This is Bang’s view,'°® and
it should be tested for the eighth century. For whatever else the caliphs offered the
Mosulis in the way of legitimacy and status, the violence that their armies could
effect, be it threatened or actualized, was meant to offer them protection from the
endemic unruliness, lawlessness, and banditry that put their trade, travel, and
prosperity at risk. And on those occasions when caliphal armies were not up to
the task, Abbasid governors could still buy off those who threatened order.**® Of
course the Mosulis paid for this protection with their taxes. So although there is
no doubting that the dissolution of order resulting from the civil war opened up
opportunities for locals across the empire to assert themselves, already earlier
in the second Islamic century the Mosulis were weighing the possibility that
ever-rising taxes were too high a cost to pay. They sought an alternative, but their
experiment came too early in the history of the caliphate.
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Michael Cooperson
An Early Arabic Conversion Story:
The Case of al-Fadl b. Sahl*

In 1990, Richard Bulliet published an essay in which he noted that early Arabic
historical sources contain remarkably few conversion stories. By his count,
al-Baladhuri’s Futith al-Buldan contains only four, while “the local biographi-
cal dictionaries from Nishapur, Isfahan, and Jurjan, which contain some 7,000
biographies,” include only five.? In reading through Ibn Sa‘d’s Tabaqat 1 have
come across several more. All of them, however, deal with the conversion of
pagan Arabs during the lifetime of the Prophet. In one well-known report, ‘Umar
b. al-Khattab strikes his believing sister and her husband but then, seeing that
their faith is unshaken, asks to hear the Qur’anic verses he had caught them lis-
tening to.> Another, more cryptic report says that a tribesman of Sulaym joined

1 It was Professor Roy Mottahedeh who in the late 1980s introduced Harvard’s Arabic doctoral
cohort to Professor Ahmad Mahdavi Damghani, who very kindly agreed to meet with us to read
Arabic. Once a week, Kristen Brustad and I would call on Professor Damghani to discuss the
Arabic text we had brought with us. We soon noticed several astonishing things. First, he could
comment exhaustively on any text we chose to bring—to the point that we began seeking out es-
pecially difficult texts just to see what would happen. (He of course realized this; when we came
in with the notoriously unreadable Risalat al-Ghufran of al-Ma‘arri, he laughed delightedly and
said, “I know what you’re up to!”) Second, he preferred to comment without looking at the text:
everything he wanted to tell us was in his head. (When we pointed out that an explanation he
had given differed from the one in the editor’s footnote, he recited the footnote from memory and
explained why it was wrong.) Finally, we noticed that he was equally encyclopaedic in his com-
mentaries on Persian texts, which he delivered to the class that met immediately after ours. In
the course of those years, Kristen—now Professor of Arabic at the University of Texas at Austin—
and I read Shiite traditions, pre- and early Islamic poetry, and literary prose, as the mood took us;
and even now many of the texts [ most enjoy teaching are the ones I first heard read aloud in Pro-
fessor Damghani’s office in Coolidge Hall. To him I also owe a great debt of gratitude for his help
with my dissertation: when I expressed an interest in Shiite accounts of the death of the Imam
‘Ali al-Rida, he sent me to Ibn Babawayh al-Qummi’s ‘Uyiin Akhbar al-Rida, to which I ended up
devoting an entire chapter of what became my first book. It is therefore an honor and a pleasure
to offer a modest contribution to this volume, and to thank the editors for their kind invitation to
participate. The following essay does not deal directly with any of Professor Damghani’s many
contributions to the field of Arabic, Persian, and Islamic studies. It does, however, deal with a
historical figure who, like him, was famous for his eloquence in both Arabic and Persian. I hope
that he will greet whatever errors he finds in it with his customary indulgence.

2 Bulliet, “Conversion Stories,” 125. By “conversion stories” he evidently means narratives that
provide details about the circumstances under which some person or persons accepted Islam.

3 Ibn Sa‘d, Tabagqat, 3:142-43.
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the Prophet after hearing “the speech of Muhammad,” which impressed him
more than “the tarjamah of the Romans, the mutterings (haynamah) of Persia,
the poems of the Arabs, the incantations of the soothsayers, and the speech of
the chiefs (magawil) of Himyar.” Yet another tribesman is said to have renounced
his idol when he saw two foxes urinating on it.* But as the Tabagat moves into
the second and third generations after the Prophet, the motives and feelings of
converts cease to be a matter of interest. Despite ample evidence that people were
“entering God’s religion in throngs” during this period, transmitters seem indif-
ferent to the how and why of conversion.”

To explain the indifference of second- and third-century observers, Bulliet
looks to conversion itself, suggesting that “change of religion may not have been
particularly momentous for the convert.” Our sources do not refer to spiritual or
intellectual transformation because becoming a Muslim “was more a matter of
social behavior than of religious belief.”® During this period, one might adopt
Islam without knowing very much about it. In later times, though, “as social dis-
tinctiveness declined,” the element of faith “gradually became more important.”
Bulliet thus posits “a change in the character of conversion sometime around
the fourth Islamic century.”” To these proposals one might add the suggestion
that there had been another, earlier change in the character of conversion, or at

4 Tbn Sa‘d, Tabagqat, 1:148-49. 1 do not know what tarjamat al-Riim might be, nor do I know what
was special about the speech of the subkings or clan chiefs of Himyar (on gayl and migwal see
Ibn Manzir, Lisan al-‘Arab, sv. QWL, and Beeston, “Kayl”). Haynama is apparently the same as
zamzama, the droning sound of Zoroastrian prayers.

5 Evidence for conversion comes directly from non-Muslim sources (for which see Morony, Iraq,
and Choksy, Conflict) and indirectly from Arabic sources, most notably from genealogies (Bulliet,
“Conversion Stories”). On the timing of the conversions see now Bulliet, “Onomastic Evidence.”
The citation is Qur’an 110:2 (tr. Arberry). This paper will not address conversion of the kind that
Sufi biographers call tawba, that is, renewed (ascetic or mystical) commitment to Islam on the
part of persons already (nominally) Muslim.

6 Bulliet, “Conversion Stories,” 127-28. DeWeese offers a similar argument based on his corpus
of Inner Asian texts, where conversion to Islam “is not a change of heart, as might be conveyed
by the use of tawbah or its derivatives, or of mind, as in the ‘intellectual’ process implied by
da‘wah or its derivatives, but a change of status” (Islamization, 23; emphasis in original). A some-
what different view is that of Hodgson, who speaks not only of the “essentially social reasons”
for conversion, but also of the “appeal to people’s religious consciousness” that often proved
successful because of the “populistic intelligibility of Islam” (Expansion, 535-36).

7 Bulliet, “Conversion Stories,” 131, 132. One of the most notable Arabic conversion stories, that
of Samaw’al al-Maghribi (d. 570/1175; ed. Perlmann, and, from an earlier text, by Marazka et al.),
is indeed from a later period. From an even later period, and from a different region altogether,
we have the Inner Asian conversion narratives, whose role in the diffusion of Islam has been
exhaustively studied by DeWeese, Islamization.
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least in the way it was remembered and represented. Briefly put, conversions
by Arabs seem to have been interesting, while conversions by non-Arabs were
not. This distinction doubtless had something to do with the ethnicity of the
people involved, but there may have been other, formal reasons too. Breaking
with one’s family to join a persecuted minority, as the first Muslims did, made
for a story worth retelling. But adopting the faith of a triumphant conqueror did
not inspire self-congratulatory or self-reflective narratives on the part of con-
verts. At the end of this essay I will consider the narratological implications of
this phenomenon.

To better understand how Arabic sources represent conversion, I would like
tolook at what seems to be a partial exception to the rule of second- and third-cen-
tury indifference to conversion stories: the narrative traditions surrounding the
Abbasid administrator al-Fadl b. Sahl (d. 202/817-18).2 A protégé of the Barmaki
family, al-Fadl was famous for his role in guiding the Abbasid prince al-Ma’miin
to victory in his campaign to unseat his half-brother, the caliph al-Amin. There
are two texts that describe the vizier’s conversion to Islam. The first appears in
the Kitab al-Wuzara’ wa al-Kuttab (Book of Viziers and Scribes) by al-Jahshiyari
(d. 331/942). It explains why the members of al-Fadl’s originally Zoroastrian
family found it to their advantage to adopt Islam. The second text appears in
the Ta’rikh al-Hukama’ (Biographies of Philosopher-Scientists) by Ibn al-Qifti (d.
646/1248), as abridged by al-Zawzani in 647/1259. This account purports to tell us
the words al-Fadl spoke immediately after his conversion. Al-Jahshiyari’s report is
ostensibly older, and provides a good deal of incidental detail about al-Fadl and
his family history. Therefore, we will address it first.

According to al-Jahshiyari, al-Fadl’s family came from a place called al-Sib or
Sabarnita, near Kafah. Al-Fadl’s paternal uncle, Yazid b. Zadanfartikh, managed
an estate for one ‘Asim b. Subayh, a client of Dawiid b. ‘Ali.° Jealous of Yazid’s
success, ‘Asim accused him of malfeasance, killed him in a drunken rage, and
appropriated his property. In response, Yazid’s brother Sahl appealed to Yahya
b. Khalid, of the powerful Barmaki family of viziers, to ask that ‘Asim be pun-
ished and the property returned. Yahya entrusted the task to a client of his named
Sallam b. al-Faraj, who wrested the estate back from ‘Asim’s agents. At this point,
we are told, Sahl converted to Islam at the hands of Sallam. The implication is
that the wronged man’s protectors felt that they would be better able to protect

8 On al-Fadl see Sourdel, Vizirat, 1:196-213; Scarcia Amoretti, “Gli Ashab di ‘Ali al-Rida”;
Yiicesoy, “Al-Fadl b. Sahl.”
9 This is apparently the Abbasid prince Dawiid b. ‘Ali b. ‘Abd Allah b. al-‘Abbas.
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him if he were a Muslim. In the event, ‘Asim did try to reclaim the property, but
Sahl was able to retain it thanks to the influence of his patron Sallam.*®

This first part of the story is interesting for a number of reasons. It indicates
that a mawla who was a Muslim could kill a Zoroastrian without necessarily
incurring a legal penalty.'* Also, it suggests that an injured mawla might seek
the help of another, more powerful mawla to plead his case. One nevertheless
wonders what the basis for Sahl’s appeal to Yahya al-Barmaki may have been.
Sahl’s family was Iraqi and Zoroastrian, while Yahya’s was originally Bud-
dhist, from Balkh.' In the ethnolinguistic parlance of the time, both were ‘ajam
(roughly, “non-Arabs”), but was that enough of a reason to expect help? We also
know that Sahl’s family belonged to the dihgan (provincial administrative and
landowning) class. Perhaps, then, Sahl could presume on Yahya’s sense of duty
toward a fellow patrician. In any case it is clear that, despite belonging to a family
that had converted generations before, Yahya served as a middleman between the
Arab Muslim ruling class and the remnants of the dahdgin whose social clout was
limited because they were (as al-Jahshiyari puts it) “still Magians.”*?

Now living (continues al-Jahshiyari) under the protection of Sallam, Sahl
found himself mixing with the Barmaki family, and in a position to seek advance-
ment for his sons al-Fadl and al-Hasan. Yahya al-Barmaki himself took a benevo-
lent interest in the brothers and gave them sinecures in his household. Al-Fadl’s
expert translation of a document from Persian into Arabic led Yahya to exclaim
that the young man would go far—on one condition. “Become a Muslim,” said
Yahya, “so I can find a way to give you some real responsibility.” Al-Fadl agreed
and asked Yahya to preside at his conversion. But Yahya declined, saying that
there was a better way for al-Fadl to “reap the same worldly benefits we have”
(ada‘uka mawdi‘an tandlu bihi min dunyana). He sent al-Fadl to his son Ja‘far,
who presented him to al-Ma’miin, asking the prince to sponsor al-Fadl’s adop-
tion of Islam. Al-Ma’miin did so, adding the young man’s name to his list of sti-

10 Jahshiyari, Wuzara’, 229-30.

11 According to the evidence collected by Fattal, jurists of the four Sunni schools disagreed
about whether a Muslim who kills a non-Muslim can be put to death. Except for the Hanafis, who
called for the same amount in all cases, the jurists called for different amounts of blood money
to be paid depending on whether the victim is a Muslim, a dhimmi, or a Zoroastrian (Statut légal,
113-18). The category “Muslim” evidently included mawali converts.

12 On the origins of the Barmakis see Sourdel, Vizirat, 1:129-33.

13 It is noteworthy that Sahl, as well as his sons al-Fadl and al-Hasan, had Arabic names even
before their conversions.
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pendiaries. Al-Fadl nevertheless remained in Ja‘far’s service until the fall of the
Barmaki family, after which he attached himself directly to al-Ma’man.*

This part of the story is also of interest. It indicates that some people at least
converted as individuals, not as families. Indeed, Sahl seems to have anticipated
that his sons would benefit by embracing Islam on their own, at the time and place
best calculated to advance their careers. Conversion offered advantages to both
parties: the convert was enabled to rise in society, while the patron gained prestige
and religious merit. That everyone involved understood the calculations involved is
clear from Yahya’s advice to al-Fadl. Al-Fadl was happy enough to convert through
Yahya, who stood higher on the social scale than his father’s protector Sallam. But
Yahya cannily proposes that he leapfrog up to the very top of the scale and establish
arelationship with al-Ma’miin, who was then second in line to succeed as caliph.”

Al-Jahshiyari’s account represents conversion as a course of action chosen
for practical and indeed opportunistic motives. But it hardly follows that the story
means to condemn such conversions as insincere. Generally speaking, premodern
Arabic sources give the impression that conversion was considered valid by virtue
of theritual or ceremony that effected it. Once the ritual was carried out, the convert
stood in a new relationship to God, and what he made of that relationship was up
to him.*® Second- and third-century Muslims could, of course, impugn another’s
state of belief. But I do not recall any instances of persons being explicitly accused
of having been insincere at the moment of conversion and therefore deserving of
punishment now."” Rather, a zindiq (for example) is accused of believing things, or
doing things, that are wrong precisely because he is a Muslim.

14 Jahshiyari, Wuzara’, 230-31.

15 It must not be assumed that this sort of conversion was typical. Until recently, it was believed
that non-Arabs embraced Islam by converting at the hands of an Arab Muslim and entering into
a legal relationship of clientage (wala’). But a recent essay by Bulliet argues that this scenario
is unlikely, at least as an explanation for the majority of conversions. In the immediate postcon-
quest period, Arab Muslims were few and far between. How—Bulliet asks—would prospective
converts have tracked them down? How would they have learned of the procedure in the first
place? And what was to prevent them from claiming they had undergone the procedure when
they had not? For these reasons, he concludes that conversion through wala’ is “highly implau-
sible as the primary form of free conversion” (“Onomastic Evidence,” 261).

16 In his trenchant critique of Western descriptions of Inner Asian Islam as “superficial,” De-
Weese suggests that “the Islamic tradition regards even purely formal and ‘external’ adoption of
Islamic practices and patterns as religiously meaningful” since those practices “may themselves
transmit the divine grace which alone can ‘turn’ the soul toward God and lead to a ‘change of
heart’” (Islamization, 25-27; see also 3-4, 9).

17 For this, one would expect to see the term munafiq (“hypocrite” or “dissembler”), which was
familiar from the Qur’an, but I cannot recall seeing it used as a term of abuse in the biographies
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Like most Abbasid conversion stories, al-Jahshiyari’s account does not describe
the procedure that al-Fadl must have followed, nor does it tell us what—if anything—
he had to say about the experience.'® There is, however, a story from a much later
source that purports to tell us a little about these matters. This is the passage from
al-Zawzani’s abridgement of Ibn al-Qifti, whose biography of the Nestorian physi-
cian Jibril or Jibra’il b. Bukhtishii‘ (d. 212/827) contains the following anecdote:

When telling [stories] to Ibrahim al-Mahdi one day, Jibra’il mentioned that he once went to
see the Dual Authority al-Fadl b. Sahl after the latter had become a Muslim." [Al-Fadl] had
been circumcised, and he was reading a copy of the Qur’an placed before him.

[Jibra’1l] said, “I asked him, ‘Chun bini nami-i Izad?’ He answered, ‘Khush u chun Kalila
wa-Dimna.””

The translation (tafsir) of what they said is: “I asked him, ‘How do you find the book of
God (kayfa tara kitaba l-lah)?’ He answered, “Good, like Kalila and Dimna” (tayyib wa-mithl
Kalila wa-Dimna).*®

This is an odd story, and its oddness is something we will have to consider. To
begin with, though, it is worth noting that its transmission history, fragmented
though it is, is historically impeccable. Like al-Fadl, the physician Jibril b.
Bukhtishii* was a protégé of Yahya al-Barmaki. He could therefore have been
present when al-Fadl converted in 190/806. He is also likely to have crossed
paths with Ibrahim b. al-Mahdi (d. 224/839), an uncle of the caliph al-Ma’man.
And Ibrahim, as it happens, had every reason to dislike al-Fadl. Like his fellow
Abbasids, he doubtless held the vizier responsible for leading al-Ma’miin’s cam-
paign against al-Amin, a campaign described as “a Magian plot.” Doubtless, too,
he blamed al-Fadl for al-Ma’miin’s decision to nominate an Alid as his heir appar-
ent and thereby remove the Abbasids from the line of succession.?! This decision
had an especially direct effect on Ibrahim, whose Abbasid relatives named him
caliph in opposition to al-Ma’'miin. Forced to flee for his life when al-Ma’miin

of second- and third-century figures.

18 The only Arabic reference I know to the procedure is a report that likens the fear a worshipper
feels before God to the fear a Zoroastrian feels when he cuts his sacred cord before his Muslim
sponsor (Abt Nu‘aym, Hilya, 10:40). I thank William Sherman for this reference.

19 Dhu al-ri’asatayn, a title given him by al-Ma’miin to indicate his responsibility for both mili-
tary and administrative affairs.

20 Ibn al-Qifti, Hukama’, 140.

21 On these events, see Scarcia Amoretti, “Gli Ashab di ‘Ali al-Rida”; Cooperson, Classical,
esp. 70-106; Tor, “Historiographical Reexamination”; Bayhom-Daou, “Al-Ma’'min’s Alleged
Apocalyptic Beliefs.”
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returned to Baghdad in 204/819, he remained a fugitive until 210/825-26, when
he was discovered and pardoned.? Meanwhile, Jibril too had suffered as a result
of the civil war. From 193/809 to 198/813, he served as physician to al-Amin. Upon
al-Amin’s defeat, he was put in prison, where he remained until 202/817. Three
years later he was again disgraced and again reinstated, this time by al-Ma’'miin,
but died soon afterwards (212/827).

Given these dates, then, Jibril b. Bukhtishii‘ could certainly have told Ibrahim
b. al-Mahdi an anecdote about al-Fadl’s conversion to Islam. One opportunity
may have come during al-Amin’s caliphate, when both Jibril and Ibrahim were in
Baghdad. The reference to Dhii al-ri’asatayn (the Dual Authority), a title al-Fadl
received in 196/812, may mean that Jibril told the story after that date, though it
is not clear why he should have used the title (it is more likely an addition by a
transmitter). Perhaps, then, the story was told during the reign of al-Ma’mfin: that
is, between 202/817, when Jibril was released from prison, and 204/819, when his
alleged auditor Ibrahim went into hiding.?

As we have seen, both Jibril and Ibrahim had good reason to resent al-Fadl
and to tell stories at his expense. Assuming, then, that the story was intended to
belittle the vizier, how exactly does it do so? Taken at face value, it implies that he
had not read or listened to the Qur’an before embracing Islam and therefore had
little idea of what was in it.** From a Muslim perspective, he may not have been
at fault: non-Muslims were presumably not supposed to touch a mushaf.”> Then
again, they were undoubtedly allowed to listen to recitations of the Book.?® In any
case, al-Fadl seems here to be taking advantage of the fact that he can now read

22 Sourdel, “Ibrahim b. al-Mahdi,” EP.

23 By then, however, Jibril may have felt indebted to the family of Sahl since it was al-Fadl’s
brother Hasan who had arranged his release from prison. For the dates and other details see
Sourdel, “Bukhtisha‘,” EP.

24 Bulliet thinks it unlikely that the Qur’an played any role in conversion for the contingent
reason that most converts are unlikely to have understood Arabic (“Conversion Stories,” 129). It
should however be noted that using a religious text for ritual purposes by no means presumes
an understanding of what the text says. Al-Fadl, of course, knew Arabic very well, but that hard-
ly implies that the procedure followed during his conversion was different than it would have
been for anyone else. In this connection it would be of interest to know whether the Jibril of the
anecdote is supposed to be asking al-Fadl’s opinion of a message he is already familiar with, or
whether he (Jibril) is asking because he does not know what is in the Qur’an either.

25 This is not the place to investigate this question, but the relevant text is 56:78-79, which calls
the Qur’an “a hidden Book none but the purified shall touch.” See also Hodgson, Expansion, 536.
26 Again I cannot address this question here, but it seems self-evident that Muslims would want
nonbelievers to hear the revelation, a position spelled out in Qur’an 9:6: “And if any of the idola-
ters seeks of thee protection, grant him protection till he hears the words of God.”
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the text for himself. Certainly, his reaction to it (“Good, like Kalila and Dimna”) is
striking. The story does not explain what resemblance he is supposed to have per-
ceived between the Qur’an and the collection of Sanskrit fables translated from
Middle Persian by Ibn al-Mugaffa‘.?” It may be the didactic tone, the exhortation
to good deeds, or the inculcation of moral lessons through stories. More specifi-
cally, it may be the presence of stories about animals. Six Qur’anic chapters—“The
Cow,” “The Herding Animals,” “The Bee,” “The Ants,” “The Spider,” and “The
Elephant”—are named after animals, and many others appear in the text.”® In
both books, moreover, they can speak, although only two Qur’anic animals—the
ant and the hoopoe*—are actually shown doing so. Perhaps, then, the point is
that al-Fadl has seized on a relatively minor part of the Qur’anic message only
because it involves something already familiar to him.

Without a context of performance, it is sometimes difficult to judge when
a story was supposed to be funny, especially when the teller and the audience
lived more than a millennium ago. Yet a good case could be made that the story
is a joke. Al-Fadl is apparently being mocked for adopting a religion he knows
practically nothing about. After converting to advance his career, he is pleasantly
surprised to discover that the revelation of Islam makes for enjoyable reading. As
reported by Jibril, this response betokens al-Fadl’s failure to grasp the sublimity
of the Qur’an, which he compares to a pagan book of stories. Certainly, taking the
story as a joke has the advantage of providing an explanation for one unusual
feature: the fact that the dialogue is given in Persian. Evidently, the storyteller
felt that al-Fadl’s ill-informed and insincere conversion could most effectively be
ridiculed by repeating or inventing comments in a language other than Arabic.

Satisfactory as it may be in some respects, our reading seems to contradict a
claim made earlier in this essay: that conversion stories are not concerned with
sincerity. To accept Islam is to establish a formal relationship with the divine; one’s
state of mind at the moment of conversion hardly matters in comparison with the
fact that one is henceforth in a position to accept right guidance. But Ibn al-Qifti’s
anecdote seems to mock al-Fadl for knowing nothing about Islam before his con-
version and failing to understand it properly even afterwards. The explanation for
this anomaly may lie in the fact that the narrator, Jibril, was a Christian. As such,
he may have assumed that a conversion without belief could hardly be genuine.
He does not, therefore, mock al-Fadl in the same way a Muslim would. Rather, he
mocks him in his own way, producing a story that seems odd when encountered

27 On the history of the text see de Blois, Burzdy’s Voyage.
28 See further Eisenstein, “Animal Life.”
29 Qur’an 27:16 ff.
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in a Muslim source. Indeed, one could argue that the story can only be told by
a non-Muslim narrator (or attributed to one, if we take the tale to be invented):
al-Fadl would never have spoken so candidly to anyone else. The use of Persian
emphasizes his shiftiness: it suggests that we are overhearing the sort of conver-
sation that mawali have among themselves when they feel comfortable enough
to speak freely. And this element of the story may explain why it was preserved at
all. Muslim readers may not have found the implied criticism of al-Fadl’s spiritual
state to be at all meaningful, but they may have enjoyed the sensation of eaves-
dropping on the mawali. And the story was in fact transmitted to audiences who
could not understand Persian: the translation is described as tafsiru kalamihim
[sic] “an explanation of what they said,” not “what we said,” as it would have to be
worded if Jibril himself had provided the gloss. In other words, the Arabic trans-
lation must have been added by a transmitter or copyist, suggesting that the story
appealed to at least one generation of readers outside third-century Baghdad.*

The foregoing arguments notwithstanding, there is of course no way to know
whether the two conversations—Jibril’s with al-Fadl, and later with Ibrahim b.
al-Mahdi—ever took place. But what matters here is whether the anecdote tells us
anything about how conversion was experienced and remembered.* Given the
very limited nature of the evidence, all we can do is ask whether the story might
represent the experience of someone like al-Fadl—that is, a dihgan who embraces
Islam as an adult.® The text that bears most closely on this question is another
anecdote from al-Jahshiyari:

30 To this reading it may be objected that it forces Jibril to repeat an irreverence concerning the
Qur’an to a Muslim interlocutor. Shouldn’t he have feared being accused of irreverence himself?
Under normal circumstances, perhaps so. But the war between al-Amin and al-Ma’miin made al-
Fadl detestable to the Baghdadis. Branded a traitor and a Zoroastrian, the vizier could evidently
be maligned with impunity. Note also that Jibril describes himself as referring to the Qur’an as
the Book of God. He may have used the expression during the original encounter out of deference
to al-Fadl, who was formally now a Muslim. But he may also have used it during his retelling of
the story for Ibrahim b. al-Mahdi precisely to avoid the appearance of irreverence.

31 As DeWeese has argued in connection to Inner Asian conversion stories, even if we had access
to whatever did in fact take place, we would not have access to what it meant. For the latter, our
best source is precisely the mass of narrative material often dismissed as legendary accretion.
There is, furthermore, no reason to assume that the earliest version of a story was an unadorned
historical report; rather, the oldest version may be the legend, and the later versions attempts to
historicize it (Islamization, 160-62).

32 In this respect he may be compared with men like his Barmaki patrons, or the singer Ibrahim
al-Mawsili, all of whom were raised as Muslims from infancy (on Ibrahim see Isbahani, Aghani,
5:1798-1800; I thank Amirhossein Pourjavady for this reference). These few examples suggest
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Al-Fadl b. Marwan said that he was once in al-Baradan with Ishaq b. Strin [when the fol-
lowing took place]:

“Al-Fadl b. Ja‘far b. Yahya b. Khalid [al-Barmaki] came by riding bareback on a horse. He
was wearing a brocade gown without trousers or boots and carrying a drawn sword. Behind
him was a long-necked Magian. The Magian drew up beside us and asked for a drink of
water. Some water was brought to him in a jug of green clay. He looked at the clay jug in
disapproval and said: “Nobility (dahgana) is almost gone! There is hardly any left. Where
is your silver?”

Ishaq said, “Islam took it all.”

“What about glass?”

“It’s too humid for glass.”

So he took the jug and drank from it.

Then Ishaq said [to al-Fadl b. Marwan]: “Can you believe the airs your friend there is giving
himself?”

[Al-Fadl b. Marwan] said: “He is drunk on youth, wine, power, wealth, and magnanimity, all
at once.” He then followed him.*

Later we asked who [the Magian] was and we were told that it was al-Fadl b. Sahl.>*

The narrator of this story, al-Fadl b. Marwan (d. 250/864), was an Iraqi of Chris-
tian origin who served as an administrator under al-Rashid, al-Ma’miin, and
several later caliphs.>® His companion Ishaq b. Siirin was—to judge by his name—
an ‘ajami who claimed descent from the ancient family of Siirén, and was in any
case a convert or the son of a convert. It was to him that al-Fadl b. Sahl addressed
his question about the shabby state to which the dihgan class had fallen. Accord-
ing to this anecdote, then, al-Fadl identified himself as a member of that class,
priding himself on its glories and resenting the indignities that had befallen its
representatives. At least, he is represented as doing so before his conversion to
Islam.*® Yet there is no reason to imagine that he was required to renounce his
patrician airs upon becoming a Muslim. Indeed, as someone who converted as
an adult, he cannot have shed his dahgana, and the culture that came with it, by
a mere act of will.¥” Rather, what he is more likely to have done is to find some

that some Iranian patricians sought to have their children raised by Arab Muslim families. Such
families would have no conversion stories to transmit, since no one actually converted.

33 This seems to mean that al-Fadl b. Marwan rode away to escort the party.

34 Al-Jahshiyari, Wuzara’, 232-33. I thank Hugh Kennedy for reminding me of this passage.

35 Sourdel, “Al-Fadl ibn Marwan”; Gordon, “Al-Fadl ibn Marwan.”

36 The story makes it clear that he could be identified at sight as a Zoroastrian, presumably
because of his costume.

37 Had he been raised a Muslim from infancy, the case would presumably have been different.
Though he too claimed noble ‘ajami birth, his older contemporary Ibrahim al-Mawsili, who was
raised by Arabs, demonstrates no particular attachment to the dahagin or any evidence of being
educated in their traditions (see his biography in Isbahani, Aghani, 5:1797-1904).
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way to salvage certain elements of his old self-understanding and social loca-
tion—that of a Zoroastrian dihgan—within the constraints created by his new
sense of connectedness with his patrons and his new self-understanding as an
up-and-coming Muslim administrator.3®

This, finally, is why Ibn al-Qifti’s story—even if it was meant as a joke to be
told at al-Fadl’s expense—has a certain ring of truth to it. The young man has
just renounced his religion and been subjected to the painful and humiliating
ritual of circumcision. It is therefore plausible that he should attempt to salvage
his dignity. To do so, he proclaims that the Qur’an, to his surprise, reminds him
of Kalila wa-Dimna, a work familiar to him. As a man of learning, he can affect
to take an interest in the Qur’an in the same way he might take an interest in any
other work of foreign literature. In other words, becoming a Muslim is simply a
matter of broadening one’s cultural horizons (to put it in modern terms), or so he
wants his friend Jibril to believe.

As an example of the way someone like al-Fadl might respond to the conver-
sion experience, Jibril’s story strikes me as plausible. But if many literate people
had similar experiences, why are there so few reports like this? Bulliet, as we
have seen, has offered an explanation based on the particular nature of early
conversion. To his explanation one might add an argument based on the nature
of self-representation in narrative. Simply put, the non-Arab converts of the
second and third centuries may have lacked a template for telling their stories.
For conversion in the face of adversity, a template did exist: the reports of how
the Prophet’s companions braved persecution to join the beleaguered new com-
munity. But when there was no adversity—when embracing Islam meant going
over to the side of the victors—how could conversion be represented except cyn-
ically?

In theory, one might tell a latter-day conversion story by casting the members
of one’s native community as the villains, as in the early Christian and early
Muslim tales where one’s friends and family, or the authorities, attempt to stop
the protagonist from carrying out his or her resolution to convert. But as the
story of al-Fadl shows, we should not think of embracing Islam as a choice made
by loners and outcasts. In his case at least, it was a family strategy, with conver-
sions timed for maximum benefit, and patrons chosen based on the advice of
those who had traveled the path before. This kind of story might be told by an
outside observer, as it was by al-Jahshiyari (or more exactly, by his sources). But
it is difficult to imagine telling it from the inside—that is, in a first-person or con-

» «,

38 On the terms “self-understanding,” “social location,” and “connectedness,” see Brubaker,

Ethnicity without Groups, 41-48.
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fessional mode. One might represent oneself as having realized that Islam was
true in the historical or metaphysical sense, but then one would be left at a loss
to explain why one happened to convert only at the most opportune moment.
Alternatively, one might represent oneself as acting purely out of cynical calcu-
lation. But this is hardly likely to have been true; and even if it were, a confession
of insincerity—even if sincere—would undo all that one had accomplished by
converting.

Of course, people must have said something about their experience of con-
version.? If Ibn al-Qifti’s sources are to be believed, al-Fadl is one of those who
did. Specifically, he tried to salvage his dignity by making a feeble compari-
son—one that seems utterable only to a non-Muslim interlocutor. Because the
comparison is feeble, and quite unexpected, it gives the impression of being
genuine. It may, in other words, tell us something about the meaning of conver-
sion, even if it was remembered and retold with an entirely different purpose in
mind: to entertain Ibrahim by showing that his enemy al-Fadl was an irredeem-
able pagan.

Whatever the storyteller’s motives may have been, the story itself was striking
enough to appeal to later audiences: not only was it copied by Ibn al-Qifti, it sur-
vived the pruning of his text by al-Zawzani. Even so, its particular content seems
to have survived only because of three contingent circumstances. First, it was nec-
essary for al-Fadl to have divulged to a non-Muslim what he was really thinking
about as he sat reading the Qur’an. Second, it was necessary for al-Fadl to fall
out of favor, such that it was safe for a non-Muslim to malign him. And third,
that non-Muslim needed to come into the presence of an Abbasid prince who was
more than happy to hear stories about what he imagined to be crypto-Zoroas-
trian depravity. If any of these things had not happened, the story would not have
reached Ibn al-Qifti, or so it seems to me. And therefore, even if it proves to tell
us little about the experience of converts like al-Fadl, the text may tell us a great
deal indeed about the obstacles that a conversion story had to overcome in order
to survive. It is perhaps regrettable that one of the very few conversion stories
from this period should come down to us in the form of a joke told at the convert’s
expense. Then again, the very fact that it is a joke may be the only reason that we
have it at all.

39 Bulliet suggests that such stories were indeed told within families but only occasionally writ-
ten down (“Conversion Stories,” 26-27).
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Blain Auer .
A Translation of the Prolegomena to Ziya’
al-Din Barant’s Tarikh-i Firazshahr

Introduction

Sayyid Ahmad Khan produced the first critical edition of Ziya’ al-Din Barani’s
Tarikh-i Firiizshahi in 1862, the same year that he produced the Mohomedan
Commentary on the Holy Bible. In 1855 he edited Aba al-Fazl’s A’in-i Akbari, the
court record of the reign of Akbar, the great Mughal. In 1864 he added the Tuzuk-i
Jahangiri, the memoir of Jahangir, son and successor to Akbar, to his efforts to
reproduce and preserve classic Persian works that discuss ideals of Islamic rule
from the Mughal and Delhi Sultanate courts. Sayyid Ahmad Khan considered
Barani’s history a work of “great excellence” and clearly indicated its value to him
by including it with the writings of Abii al-Fazl and Jahangir. Indeed, Barani was
a leading intellectual of fourteenth-century Delhi during the reign of Muhammad
b. Tughluq (r. 1324-51). Born in Baran around 1285, an important province east of
Delhi, Barani was likely brought to the House of the Sultanate (dar al-saltanat)
as a child. He was raised in the courtly milieu of the capital at the center of an
expanding empire. The most important years of his adult life were spent serving
the Sultan in the role of councilor and advisor, an appointment he held over a
period of seventeen years.

Having received his education in a family of courtiers, Barani had direct access
to stories about the accomplishments and failures of the sultans of Delhi. His
uncle ‘Ala’ al-Mulk was appointed kutval, or city magistrate of Delhi under ‘Al&’
al-Din Khilji (r. 1296-1316), and his father Mu’ayyad al-Mulk served Arkali Khan,
a son of the sultan Jalal al-Din Khilji (r. 1290-96). Barani conceived of the Tarikh-i
Firiizshahi as a continuation of Minhaj Siraj Jiizjani’s magisterial Tabaqat-i Nasiri,
the universal history that covered the Ghaznavid and Ghurid periods that led to
the establishment of Delhi as a center of Islamic authority in South Asia under
Qutb al-Din Aybeg, Shams al-Din Iltutmish, and his descendants. Barani followed
Jazjani’s narrative, beginning with the rule of Ghiyath al-Din Balaban (r. 1266—87)
and carried it down to Firtiz Shah (r. 1351-88), for whom the work is named.

Barani’s history is significant for the important details he provides about
the reigns of sultans that had a lasting impact on the political, social, and cul-
tural developments in South Asia. It is also noteworthy for the insight it provides
into Barani’s philosophy of history. This is clearly expressed in the introductory



A Translation of the Prolegomena to Ziya’al-Din Baran©’s Tarikh-i Firdzshahi =—— 401

section of Tarikh-i Firiizshahi where Barani details his thoughts on the knowl-
edge of history (‘ilm-i tarikh). For Barani, history is a proper discipline or field of
study, just as the study of the Qur’an, hadith, and Islamic law (figh) are fields of
study. Barani’s introduction to Tarikh-i Firiizshahi fits into a broader intellectual
discourse on the relative merits of studying history expressed by his near contem-
porary Muhammad b. Ibrahim al-Iji (fl. 1381-82), the author of Tuhfat al-Fagqir ila
Sahib al-Sarir fi ‘Ilm al-Tawarikh (The Poor Gift to the Possessor of the Secret of the
Knowledge of History), and scholars of a century later Muhyi al-Din Muhammad
b. Sulayman al-Kafiyaji (d. 1474), who composed al-Mukhtasar fi ‘Ilm al-Tarikh
(The Short Treatise on the Knowledge of History) and Shams al-Din Abt al-Khayr
Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Shafi1 al-Sakhawi (d. 1497), the author of a
treatise in defense of the historian’s method titled al-I‘lan bi al-tawbikh li-man
Dhamma Ahl al-Tarikh (The Open Denunciation of the Adverse Critiques of the His-
torians).!

In Tarikh-i Firtizshahi Barani discusses the qualities of history that make it a
noble subject for study. Barani argues that historians need to take an active role
presenting an unadulterated portrait of the successes and failures of rulers from
the past. Barani admonishes historians whose goal is to flatter those in power
and warns that God has punishment in store for those who lie. Barani conceives
of history writing as a trust that must be preserved with truth. History, in his view,
has the ability to teach rulers and great men about the proper conduct of ruling.
In this sense, the introduction provides further information about his ideas of
rule expressed in the Fatawa-i Jahandari (Edicts of World Rule). Barani finds the
primary example of good rule in the teachings of the Qur’an and the life and deeds
of the Prophet Muhammad. In praising the miraculous career of the Prophet,
Barani highlights his ability to navigate the affairs of religion and the world (din
wa dunya). This, he argues, was accomplished by following the rules of Islamic
law (ahkam-i shari‘a) and the prescriptions of the Sufi path (‘aza’im-i tariqat).
He makes specific use of a descriptive vocabulary that connects Muhammad and
his example to the sultans of Delhi, referring to Muhammad as the “Sultan of
Prophets” (sultan-i payghambaran). He extends the vision of Islamic rule into the
reigns of the first four caliphs of Islam, which he describes according to the dif-
ferent qualities of their rule. Barani’s historical vision of world rule (jahandari)
extends beyond the clearly Islamic context into the pre-Islamic Persian traditions
of kingship. In Barani’s formulation the Prophet was successful over the “throne
of Jamshid” and the “throne of Kay Khusraw.”

1 For a study of these works with selections of original Arabic and English translations see Franz
Rosenthal, A History of Muslim Historiography (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1968).
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Barani’s own sense of history comes from reading the classics of Arabic and
Persian historiography. He divides this into two historiographical traditions. First,
he describes the “Arab” histories beginning with the writings of Ibn Ishaq (ca.
704-767), author of the Siyar al-Nabi wa Athar al-Sahaba (The Biography of the
Prophet and the Companions) and Muhammad b. Jarir b. Yazid al-Tabari (b. 839),
author of Tarikh al-Rusul wa al-Muliik (The History of Prophets and Kings). On the
other side he sees a tradition of “Persian” histories represented by Abi al-Qasim
Firdawsi, author of the famed Shahnama, as well as earlier Pahlavi works such
as the Tarikh-i A’in and Tarikh-i Kasravi. Barani also uses the introduction to the
Tarikh-i Firiizshahi to express his staunch Hanafi-Sunni perspective on religion
and turns it into a forum to channel his religious devotion.

This translation is based on Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s 1862 Calcutta edition of
Tarikh-i Firtizshahi.* Sayyid Ahmad Khan relied on five different manuscripts to
produce his critical edition: a copy of his own, a copy found in the Delhi library, a
copy loaned by Henry Elliot and now located in the British Library, another loaned
copy from Edward Thomas, and a copy he received from Benares. I was able to
consult the British Library manuscript in comparing the critical edition.? I also
utilized the Urdu translation prepared by S. Moinul Haq who further compared
the Calcutta edition and the Aligarh edition.* There is no complete translation of
Barani’s history. H. M. Elliot prepared a partial translation, now nearly a century
and a half ago, in 1871.° The introduction was not translated and appears here
in full for the first time. As such Barani’s history has primarily been studied to
understand the social and political dynamics of thirteenth- and fourteenth-cen-
tury South Asia under Islamic rule. However, Barani’s ideas about history and
his arguments about the knowledge of history are not available in English and
have been little discussed. This translation is an attempt to bring those ideas to

2 Ziya’ al-Din Barani, Tarikh-i Firiizshahi, ed. Sayyid Ahmad Khan (Calcutta: Asiatic Society,
1862).

3 Ziya’ al-Din Barani, Tarikh-i Firiizshahi, ms. British Library Or. 2039. The British Library also
has a second copy that was given by a Lt. Colonel Kirkpatrick in 1804. Ziya’ al-Din Barani,
Tarikh-i Firiizshaht, ms. British Library I. O. Islamic 177. The Bodleian Library in Oxford has an
important copy considered to be the “first version” Barani produced. Ziya’ al-Din Barani, Tarikh-i
Firtizshahi, ms. Bodleian Elliot 353. For a discussion of the differences within the manuscript tra-
dition of the Tarikh-i Firtizshahi see Iqtidar Husain Siddiqui, “Fresh Light on Diya’ al-Din Barani:
The Doyen of Indo-Persian Historians,” Islamic Culture 63, nos. 1-2 (1989): 69-94.

4 7iya’ al-Din Barani, Tarikh-i-Firiizshahi, trans. S. Moinul Haq (Lahore: Markazi Urdu Board,
1969).

5 See H. M. Elliot and John Dowson, The History of India as Told by its Own Historians: The Mu-
hammadan Period (London: Triibner, 1867-77), 3:93-268.
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a broader audience and also to show a representative example of how a leading
intellectual living in the medieval Persianate world viewed history and history
writing.

Invocation

Praise and glory be to God who informed humankind about the record of the
prophets and sultans through heavenly revelation. God shed light on the affairs
of those whom he accepts and rejects as well as the virtues of those close to him
and the wicked deeds of those who have fallen away among the peoples of the
Muslim community of bygone times. In this proclamation he conferred favor on
this community and in the language of the pure Qur’an he commanded:

Al a8 L G

“We record that which they send forward and what they leave behind.”®

And in another verse he commanded:

- ,—.’H < - ailsljl 2 .’.:L{)&j

“We tell you the most beautiful of tales.””

Thanks and praise is due to the Omniscient One who enlightened the intelligent
with the light of vision and who created a brilliantly clear idea so they could see
with an insightful eye the record of the ancestors, the virtues and vices of the
predecessors, the good and bad deeds of the previous generations, the obedience
and disobedience of loyal and disloyal subjects, the victories of the learned and
the defeat of the outcasts. Those who are close to the Eternal Lord are counted
as fortunate and those that remain far from that threshold are among the unfor-
tunate. Observing the experiences of the wretched, those who have fallen away,
the outcasts, those who have gone astray, and the enemies, is a lesson for the
prosperous, those close to God, the learned, those who have found their way,
and friends. He distinguishes virtues from vices and good deeds from bad. He
demands clear insight into the beauty of Islam and the ugliness of infidelity (kufr)

6 Qur’an 36:12.
7 Qur’an 12:3.
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and into the incalculable worth of goodness and the grossness of evil. Following
and imitating the sayings and deeds of those nearest to God and the friends of the
Divine is counted as a personal obligation and duty [2]® for they keep away from
the moral degeneration and corruption of good qualities of the fallen and the ugly
deeds of the enemies of the divine order. They know that the best part of religion
and worldly affairs is avoiding the way of those with bad fortune and following
those of good fortune. By following the sayings and deeds of the prosperous and
in rejecting the bad character and evil conduct of the damned, they obtain salva-
tion. And they find a place under the protecting canopy of the Possessor of Power
and Mercy. They consider distinguishing good and evil and relating the obedi-
ence and disobedience of the previous generations as a duty for the elite and
common people of the Muslim community and it is a rare gift and great benefit.
Thanks to this great blessing language was made into eloquent speech. They rec-
ognized the blessed record of the predecessors as the grace of the Possessor of
Grace and realized all its fruits:

oy ) 55 805 6L o 5% A (b

“That is the grace of God and he gives it to whom he wishes and he is the possessor of the
greatest grace.”’

May the infinite blessings and abundant salutations of God, the prophets, God’s
angels, the Sufi shaykhs, the faithful of the early members of the community,
and the common and noble people of succeeding generations be continuously
conferred upon the pure soul of the Master of Prophets and Messengers, Muham-
mad b. ‘Abd Allah al-Qurayshi al-Hashimi al-Abtahi.’® He is such a messenger
whose lofty traits and high moral character have been inscribed in the heavenly
book and who will seek justice on the Day of Resurrection. The hadith collections
and histories are full of his praiseworthy sayings and illustrious acts. Through
his sayings and actions the rules of Islamic law (ahkam-i shari‘a) and the pre-
scriptions of the Sufi path (‘aza’im-i tarigat) spread East and West. Consulting
his sayings and following the actions of that Sultan of Prophets was the means
for elevating the common people of his community. The edifice of world rule of
the kings of Islam and the seat of royalty of the religion-protecting sultans was

8 For reference, numbers in brackets approximately indicate the pages that correspond to Sayy-
id Ahmad Khan'’s Persian edition.

9 Qur’an 57:21 and 62:4.

10 Barani utilizes the epithet al-Abtahi that refers to the place al-Abtah outside of Mecca where
Muhammad stopped during pilgrimage.
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built on the rules of Islamic law and the precedent of the custom of that King of
Messengers. [3]

The Example of the Prophet Muhammad as a World Ruler

May the prayers of God, the blessings of Mustafa, his community of Sufi shaykhs,
and the common people of the religion of Mustafa be perpetually conveyed on the
souls of the four friends of Mustafa, his family, and the rest of his sincere Com-
panions until the Day of Judgment. How can the glorious deeds of the community
chosen by God and Mustafa be put into writing in whose praise the following
verse of the Qur’an was sent down from heaven:
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“As for those who led the way, the first of the Muh3jirin and the Ansar, and those who nobly
followed them, God is pleased with them and they are pleased with him.”**

Which author has the temerity to praise such a group that has been praised in the
language of the pure Qur’an?

Cria 3l (e SR 5 80 s
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“God is your strength, and the faithful who follow you.

Especially deserving of praise are the four pillars of the sacred Ka‘ba [the first
four caliphs] who left their mark as an example for carrying out the affairs of
religion and governance of Mustafa. Having raised their heads in the Caliphate
established by the Prophet, through the eternal power of Mustafa they triumphed
over the throne of Jamshid and the throne of Kay Khusraw and ruled over the
inhabitable world. Despite having such a vast empire, through the blessings of
the prophetic example, they never lost their adherence to poverty. In total piety
with a torn coat and threadbare blanket they ruled all the realms of the inhabited
world. It is one of Mustafa’s miracles that through their exercise of poverty they
made brilliant the practices of rule. They spread the knowledge of Islam through-

11 Qur’an 9:100. N. J. Dawood, trans., The Koran with Parallel Arabic Text (London: Penguin,
2000). Unless noted translations are the authors.
12 Qur’an 8:64.
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out the world and they established the rules of Mustafa’s shari‘a on the peoples
of the world.

The Example of the Four Caliphs

It was from the time of the caliphate of the Commander of the Faithful Abii Bakr
Siddiq that the affairs of imperial rule were put in order. [4] He suppressed and
removed the false prophets and enemies of the religion. The armies of Islam were
engaged in the seizure of Iraq and Syria and the overthrow of the godless kings.
Because the time of the caliphate of the Commander of the Faithful Aba Bakr
Siddiq did not last longer than thirty months, that is, two and a half years, the
regions of the opponents of religion were seized but not fully taken under control.
Nevertheless the false prophets, along with their entire community, were sup-
pressed and a number of Arab tribes who apostatized were brought back into
Islam at the point of the sword. The taxes that had been established during the
time of the Prophet for those who submitted to the rule of Islam were fully col-
lected. Even the rope of the camel harness was not lost in the financial account-
ing. The wounds of spear and sword brought down the false prophets who fanned
the flames of dissent. Their women, children, wealth, and the possessions of the
apostates of Islam were made the booty of the warriors of religion. During the
time of his rule the example of Mustafa was radiant. From the perfect modesty,
complete truthfulness, firmness of belief, and great dignity of Abii Bakr the bonds
of friendship of the Companions spread and there was no disunity or dissent.

After Abii Bakr, ‘Umar Khattab, the Commander of the Faithful, took his place
on the seat of the caliphate with Abii Bakr’s appointment and the consent of the
Companions. He ruled for ten years and nine months. During the time of Umar’s
caliphate, through the signs of the eternal miracles of Mustafa, the best regions
of the world were seized and put in the control of the people of Islam. The rules
of Islamic law were spread to humankind and the practice of Islam was on the
ascent. The knowledge of Islam spread to the corners of the world. All the Arab,
Hijaz, Yemen, and Bahrain tribes, the kingdoms of Iraq, Syria, and Egypt, [5] most
of Khurasan and Transoxania, and some parts of Byzantium, all of these regions
were opened by the sword of jihad during ‘Umar’s caliphate. The poor and
the Companions who were close to Mustafa’s circle ascended to the thrones of
Khusraw, the Byzantine Emperor, and other sultans, becoming the commanders
and governors of the new lands through the honor and power of Islam. Infidelity,
polytheism, and fire worship were removed from the realms of Iraq and other
places, as well as the religion of the Zoroastrians. Kufa and Basra were founded
and made the cities of Islam.
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It was one of the wonders of the world, in the seven thousand years since
Adam, that ‘Umar Khattab, with a torn and patched cloak, from the eternal pro-
phetic miracles, was able to rule in the world in the manner of Solomon and
Alexander. It was a time when the world’s dissenters surrendered out of fear
of ‘Umar’s scourge and the rebels submitted to the kharaj and jizya. The thou-
sand-year old wealth of the kings of Persia and Byzantium, who boasted of their
rebellion against God and claimed their own divinity with that strength, fell into
the hands of the warriors of Islam during the reign of ‘Umar. It was distributed to
the noble and common people in Mustafa’s mosque and on the plain of Medina.
The honor of Islam and the debasement of infidelity were made splendid in the
eyes of the insightful because ‘Umar Khattab did not dip his hands into that trea-
sure. After distributing it he returned home empty-handed to make a living for
himself and his family from brickmaking. All this greatly enhanced his respect in
the eyes of the Companions.

His rule became even more widespread amongst the people. It is one of the
gifts of companionship of God’s messenger that during ‘Umar’s caliphate there
were twelve thousand Arabian horses in the treasury of the Muslims at one time.
Yet even on Friday prayer, the Companions could count nine patches on ‘Umar’s
cloak. [6] Hadith scholars and historians have written that the success of ‘Umar
Khattab’s rule was made possible by wearing a torn cloak and practicing ascet-
icism in a manner that Jamshid, Kay Qubad, and Kay Khusraw never achieved
with all their tyranny, violence, terror, bloodshed, and punishment. Except for
the prophets and messengers, in seven thousand years no king or caliph showed
such justice and generosity as in the time of ‘Umar. Even Niishirvan the Just and
Hatim al-Ta’i do not compare. He combined world rule with world renunciation.
Ruling like Kay Khusraw and wearing a torn cloak was not possible for any king
or ruler and never will be again until the Day of Resurrection.

‘Umar was the first caliph to be called the Commander of the Faithful. He
was the first caliph to set aside financial assistance in the treasury for the war-
riors and just claimants. He was the first caliph to construct cities for Muslims.
He was the first caliph to create positions and dwellings for the Companions and
followers. He was the first caliph to establish a tax on the subjects and the people
of Islam. He was the first caliph to appoint judges in the cities of Islam. He was the
first caliph to carry a scourge to bring moral order to the people. He was the first
caliph of Islam to be martyred.

After ‘Umar al-Khattab, ‘Uthman b. ‘Affan became caliph. The Muhdajir and
Ansar swore an oath of allegiance to his caliphate. Many stories of the generosity,
gentility, and modesty of ‘Uthman the Commander of the Faithful are described
in the history books. He collected the Qur’an into a single book and there was a
consensus of the Companions as to the validity of his compilation. [7] ‘Uthman,
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the Commander of the Faithful, spent his own wealth in service of Mustafa’s mil-
itary expeditions to ease the burden of the Prophet. He performed many duties in
the service of Islam. He was a scribe of prophecy and he memorized the Qur’an.
He married two of the Prophet’s daughters and thus he was called the Possessor
of the Two Lights. He wrote the messages for ‘Umar al-Khattab that went out to
the regional leaders and judges. Mustafa, Abii Bakr, and ‘Umar were pleased with
him. Under ‘Uthman’s caliphate the provinces of ‘Umar remained obedient and
under him all of Khurasan and Transoxiana was put under control. ‘Uthman’s
caliphate endured for twelve years.

After ‘Uthman, ‘Ali Murtaza became caliph. It is the consensus of the Muslim
community that ‘Ali, the Commander of the Faithful, remains unparalleled in
knowledge from the time of Adam till the end of the world, because of the prayers
of Mustafa, excluding the prophets and messengers. In courage he was second
only to Hamza, the Prophet’s uncle, and was called the Lion of God. Murtaza’s
honor was proven in every respect amongst the Companions. First, he was the son
of Mustafa’s uncle and from the great Bani Hashim tribe. Second, Mustafa was
raised in the care of ‘Ali’s mother and father. Third, he was the father of Hasan
and Husayn who were the light in the eyes of Mustafa. Fourth, Mustafa called him
the most abstemious and he was the most abstemious of the companions. Fifth,
he had no peer amongst the Companions in the vastness of his knowledge. He
was the first in taking the oath of Islam and he never, even for a moment, gave
a thought to infidelity and polytheism. The leading historians write that while
‘Ali was still in his mother’s womb, when she wanted to go and pray to an idol
he used to cause so much pain in her stomach that she would not be able to bow
before the deity. [8] Seventh, a number of verses from the Qur’an were revealed
in special reference to his generosity. Since Abii Bakr and ‘Umar had proven their
duty to Islam before him and sacrificed their own lives and wealth serving reli-
gion and placing it above all else, they came first in the caliphate. The example of
their Islamic duties gave them precedence over Ali’s virtues.

In the days after ‘Uthman, when ‘Ali Murtaza became caliph, he heard that
innovation in religious practice had spread across the provinces of Islam where
the brothers of ‘Uthman had become the governors. Innovative practices contrary
to the example of the Prophet and the two shaykhs, Abi Bakr and ‘Umar, had
crept into the affairs of rule. ‘Ali wanted to change those innovations back into
prophetic custom and the practices of the two shaykhs, even if it meant by means
of the sword. He wanted to re-establish truth to its proper place and return the
splendor to the customs of the Prophet and the rule of ‘Umar. Mu‘awiya and other
relations of the Commander of the Faithful ‘Uthman, who had conquered vast
swaths of territory and gathered great power and strength, confronted ‘Ali with
rebellion and insurrection and denied him their oath of allegiance. Insurrection
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spread and all the unity, strength, and power of the Companions that existed
during the age of the two shaykhs vanished. Some were martyred in battle and
many died during the plague of Emmaus.

The Commander of the Faithful ‘Ali set out to suppress the rebellion leaving
Medina for Iraq. He ordered a halt in Kufa with two hundred and fifty Compan-
ions and other soldiers who were not Companions. During the four years and four
months of his caliphate he was occupied with fighting rebellions. Many Compan-
ions were martyred by the rebel army. Ibn Muljam, “the Cursed,” stabbed him
with a dagger. The prophetic caliphate came to an end during the reign of ‘Ali just
as Mustafa predicted saying, “The caliphate after me will be thirty years and after
that the age of kings.”

In this introduction, I have related to you the story of the four friends of
Mustafa who were his close companions. [9] After praising God and Mustafa the
introduction of the Tarikh-i Firiizshahi is adorned with truth concerning the deeds
of the world monarchs.

The Knowledge of History

After the praise for God and Mustafa, his family, and Companions, this sinner and
hopeful of God’s forgiveness, Ziya’ al-Din Barani, who spent his life scrutinizing
books, page after page, and engaged in an intensive study of the previous and
recent works in all fields of knowledge, states that I have not profited from the
benefits of any system of knowledge or study, besides Qur’anic exegesis, hadith,
law (figh), and the way of the shaykhs, as I have in the knowledge of history.
History is knowing the records of the prophets, caliphs, sultans, and the great
men of religion and rule. The main preoccupation of the knowledge of history
is the affairs of great men and the accomplishments of those who are especially
noteworthy among men for their great qualities. By contrast, the rabble, lower
classes, the unsuitable, the incapable, base, unprincipled, ignorant, depraved,
incomplete, the laggards, ignoble, and derelicts are not the subject of the knowl-
edge of history, not their trade or profession. There is no benefit to these groups
in knowing history nor will it come to use because history is comprised of relating
the qualities of great men of religion and rule and describing their talents and
achievements, not the mention of the worthless things the rabble, lower classes,
low bred, and derelicts who by nature of their low character only share a rela-
tionship with similar classes of people [care about]. They have no desire for the
knowledge of history; rather, reading and studying history for the low and base is
noxious, not salutary. What greater respect for the knowledge of history can one
imagine than knowing the fact that the low, base, and vile have no taste for this
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exquisite field of knowledge. It doesn’t benefit them one bit in their low affairs
and base morals. [10] They don’t see it fit to mention the accomplishments of
great men and they are unsuccessful in every endeavor. But with regard to the
knowledge of history, for the nobles and the sons of nobles, the great men and
sons of great men, and those who have nobility in their blood, they cannot do
without knowing and studying the knowledge of history. They cannot live without
listening to history. The historian is dearer to great men and their descendants
than life itself. They hope that humble historians, whose writings are the source
of immortality for great men of religion and rule, will draw the attention of the
Omniscient One to their affairs.

The Seven Qualities of History Writing

The great men of religion and rule have said much about the qualities of the knowl-
edge of history. The first of the excellent qualities of the knowledge of history is
that the heavenly books that are God’s speech are filled with the records of the
affairs of prophets, the best of God’s creation, and the sultans, their tyranny and
oppression, [and] who have ruled over men. The very knowledge of history is the
source of esteem for the possessors of insight.

The second excellent quality of the knowledge of history is its connection to
the knowledge of the sayings and deeds of the Prophet, and after knowledge of
Qur’anic exegesis, this remains the most valuable and beneficial field of knowl-
edge. The knowledge of history is similar to the knowledge of hadith in the way
it criticizes and praises the narrators and the circumstances of transmission of
Mustafa’s sayings and his military exploits. Because of this relationship between
the knowledge of hadith and history, the Imams of hadith say that the knowledge
of hadith and the knowledge of history are twins. [11] If the scholar of hadith is
not a historian then he does not recognize the original narrators of the actions of
the Prophet and the Companions, nor does he distinguish between the sincere
and insincere of the Companions. Whenever a hadith scholar is not a historian
the aforementioned subjects cannot be established; he cannot give the correct
tradition of the hadith, or the true explanation of the sayings. It is the knowledge
of history that tells us about the affairs of events and actions of the age of proph-
ecy and the Companions.

The third quality of the knowledge of history is that it helps increase reason
and wisdom and is the means for arriving at correct opinion and council. One
gains experience through the experience of others. Through understanding the
accidents of others one develops vigilance [in] knowing history. Aristotle and
Buzurgmihr, the minister of Niishirvan, said that knowledge of history aids in
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correct judgment because knowing the affairs of those in the past is the evidence
for justice in the sound opinion of contemporaries.

The fourth quality of the knowledge of history is that by knowing it the hearts
of sultans and kings are fortified from the accidents of time, and if they face
the challenge of fateful accidents, they are not cut off from hope. In applying
a remedy to the maladies of the government, their path is lit by those who have
gone before and applied their solution. By knowing history one develops a feeling
of caution that acts as a warning sign that a catastrophe on its way. This is the
greatest benefit of knowing history. [12]

The fifth quality of the knowledge of history is that knowing the record of the
prophets and their encountering misfortune and calamity with acceptance and
patience is a source of acceptance and patience for those who know history. And
the prophets escaping calamity is a means of hope for those acquainted with the
knowledge of history. It is sure that the prophets, who are the best of creation,
faced various kinds of calamity and because of that the believers of Islam do not
lose heart in the face of misfortune.

The sixth quality of the knowledge of history is that by knowing it the habits
of the select, the just, and the good and their deliverance and high stature settle
into the heart. By knowing history the pestilence and killing of the rebellious
and tyrannical is made clear for the caliphs, the sultans, ministers, and kings of
Islam. The fruits of good deeds and the results of bad character are made evident
in the affairs of rule. The caliphs, sultans, and rulers of good fortune turn towards
doing what is right and the kings of Islam refrain from tyranny and oppression.
They never boast in pride about their affairs and they never delay the essential
values of service. The benefits of the good actions of caliphs, sultans, ministers,
and rulers will pass on to the common people and will spread near and far.

The seventh quality of the knowledge of history is that it is necessarily based on
truth. Present and past great men of religion and rule report that the knowledge of
history is founded on truth. For that reason, Abraham the patriarch prayed to God:
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“Let me be honest in all I say to others.”

13 Qur’an 26:84. Kenneth Cragg, Readings in the Qur’an (Brighton: Sussex Academic Press,
2004), 118. Translators have struggled to provide a literal rendering of this verse and followed
the general meaning, “Have future generations speak well of me.”
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And rebuking the authors of lies, God said:

anal 5 0 A G080

“They rob words of their true meaning.”"*

God considers lies and falsehoods deadly things. The knowledge of history is
especially necessary for great men and their children as a condition of doing
justice, being honest and correct. [13]

For this reason, the knowledge of history is recording goodness and wicked-
ness, justice and oppression, righteous and unrighteous, beautiful and ugly deeds,
the acts of following God and sins, the good and despicable behavior of those who
have gone before. From this future generations can learn and be informed about the
benefits and injuries of world rule and the good deeds and poor character of royalty;
knowing that it is possible to follow the good and refrain from bad conduct. If, God
forbid, someone started to spread lies and misinformation and out of their wicked
and deceitful nature started to take liberties, weaving false tales about respected
men of the past and giving them currency through their colorful and crafty expres-
sions, then lies would become truths and be set down in writing. As a consequence
people are not afraid of the sins of this world or the next and there is no fear of
answering for one’s deeds on the Day of Judgment. Slandering good men in writing
is a graver and greater sin than doing so verbally. Saying good things about bad
people is one of the worst character traits. Since historical reports lack sources, then
when there is mention of sultans and nobles, the historian, in particular, needs to be
trustworthy and thought of as truthful and principled so that readers can be sure of
his writings that lack sources and be trusted amongst respected people. Respected
people only trust those authors in whose writings they have complete faith.

The History of Islamic History Writing

All the Arab and Persian historians who have contributed to the Arabic and
Persian histories were respectable men of their day. Imam Muhammad Ishagq,
author of the Siyar al-Nabi wa Athar al-Sahdaba (Biography of the Prophet and
Record of the Companions), was the son of a Companion.” [14] He is counted

14 Qur’an 4:46 and 5:13.
15 The text reads farzand-i sahabi or taken literally, “son of a Companion.” However, Muham-
mad Ishaq was not a son of a Companion.
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amongst the hadith scholars. Muhammad b. ‘Umar b. al-Wagqidi (b. 747/48-822)
was the specialist in maghazi literature and was also a son of a Companion of
the Prophet.'® He is also counted among the great hadith scholars. His historical
accounts are found in the books of the most respected authors. Imam Asma‘i (Aba
Sa‘id ‘Abd al-Malik b. Qurayb al-Asma‘i, d. 828) was one of the greatest exemplars
in the knowledge of Qur’anic recitation and a master of knowledge, learning, and
eloquence. Imam Bukhari was also one of the greatest of hadith scholars and
of equal rank with exemplars of history writing. The credibility of the reports
related by him is beyond doubt. Then there is Imam Tha‘labi, Imam Maqdisi,
Imam Dinawari, Imam Hazm, and Imam Tabari who are historians and are also
considered great commentators and authors of reliable literary works.

The historians of Persia were also among the great men of their time. There-
fore, Firdawsi and Bayhagqi, the author of Tarikh-i A’in, Tarikh-i Kasravi, and the
author of Tarikh-i Yamini wa ‘Utbi, are each counted among the respected persons
of their lifetime."” The historians of the capital city of Delhi were also among the
great men of their age. Therefore, Sadr al-Din Muhammad b. Hasan Nizami,
author of Taj al-Ma’athir, Muhammad b. Muhammad Sadid al-Din ‘Awfi, author of
Jawami‘ al-Hikayat wa Lawami‘ al-Riwayat, Minhaj al-Din ‘Uthman b. Siraj al-Din
Muhammad al-Jazjani (b. 1193), author of Tabagqat-i Nasiri, and Kabir al-Din son
of Taj al-Din ‘Iraqi, who wrote fathnamas for Sultan ‘Ala’ al-Din and performed
magic with his pen. All four were trustworthy, admirable, and noble. It should be
understood that others depend upon whatever trustworthy people write in their
histories and report on their authority. But the wise distrust the writings of those
devoid of a good family name. The histories written by those who lack a proper
genealogy are tossed and forgotten in the bookseller’s shop. Some get passed on
to the paper seller who erases the writing and reuses it for blank paper.

The Requirements of Writing History

While being noble is one of the requirements of the historian, being correct in
religion is also a condition for writing history. Some of bad faith, such as the
extremists [and] of those who deny (ghulat-i rawafiz wa khawarij) the legitimate

16 al-Wagqidji, as in the case above, was not the son of a Companion.

17 Barani’s definition of Persian pertains to the history of Persians as he lists “Tarikh-i Yamini wa
‘Utb1” which was written in Arabic. Storey gives several Persian translations of this work. See C.
A. Storey, Persian Literature: A Bio-Biographical Survey (London: Luzac, 1927), 1:250-52. Barani
mentions a Tarikh-i A’in that refers to the Pahlavi work translated into Arabic by Ibn al-Muqaffa‘.
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succession of the Rightly Guided Caliphs, have created tales of lies about the Com-
panions, rejecting the appointed successor. [15] Some contemporary historians
of bad religion mix truth and lies by including well-known and rejected reports
in their own histories. In any case, people who read history do not know about
the religion and improper beliefs of the authors of history. Counting them among
the predecessors, they supposed that it was written correctly. Not everyone can
recognize the deceit of bad religionists. It is the method of the bad religionists
to conceal their absurd religious views in their writings from the Sunnis. The
lies and deceit that have crept into their perverse religious beliefs is mixed with
correct traditions and true events and inserted into their fallacious writings. Until
someone comes along who has studied them and is aware of the traditions of the
predecessors and is prepared to refute them, their deceitful ways spread along
[with the religion of the lying historians]. Their faith is damaged by reading those
lies mixed with truth. The fabricated writings of the lying irreligionists are under-
stood as truth. However, one of the great advantages of knowing history is the
ability to distinguish between those who follow the example of the predecessors
from the bad religionists of the predecessors, the truthful reporters from the liars,
and the trustworthy from the deceitful. And reliable narratives can be discerned
clearly from unreliable ones. The follower of religion is freed of false beliefs and is
firmly established on the beliefs of the leaders of the Sunni community.

It is a condition of history writing that the historian should exhibit religios-
ity and even while writing about a king or great person’s qualities, good works,
justice, and beneficence; he should not conceal their flaws and imperfections.
Don’t adopt the style of a confidant in writing history. [16] If you see the general
good being cared for then say it clearly, otherwise inform the insightful through
allusions, subtle indications, and metaphor. If out of fear one cannot write about
the crimes of one’s own contemporaries then one is excused but for the past,
one must speak truthfully and directly. If one is physically abused by the sultans,
viziers, and nobles of one’s age, or given gifts, one should not be influenced by
that behavior while writing history because that would not result in following
the truth. Then things that did not happen are written down. But writing truth-
fully about the righteous, religious, faithful, and truthful is the sole object of the
historian and his only fear is answering on the Day of Judgment. It is incumbent
upon the historian to completely reject the methods of the liars and encomiasts,
the poets, and those who are prone to exaggeration. One should know that those
people turn cowrie shells into rubies and, out of greed, call broken stones pearls.
Their best writings are their greatest lies. Others trust what the historian writes. If
he writes something untrue then that fault will remain with him and will be proof
against him before God. Whatever the historian writes falsely, will on the Day of
Judgment be cause for his most severe punishment.
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Amongst the fields of knowledge history is one of the most excellent and ben-
eficial. Writing history is a great trust. The benefits of that knowledge pertain
both to those whose great and laudable actions remain imprinted on the pages of
time and to the readers of history. [17] The historian’s duty is toward those whose
actions and deeds he records and whose glories he disseminates on the pages
of time. If they are alive then when the historian shows their good deeds people
develop an affection for them, praise them, and send them well wishes. A fond-
ness for them becomes imprinted on the hearts of people near and far. If they are
dead, then by mentioning the results of their glorious deeds, they find a second
life and are deserving of having said about them “God’s mercy upon them.” It is
incumbent upon readers and listeners of history to give historians their just due
because they [people] receive so many benefits from their writings.

The Patronage of Historiography

Abli Mansir al-Tha‘alibi notes in his Ghurar al-Siyar that it was at the very early
stages of the Abbasid caliphate that the caliphs, sultans, and nobility showed
intense interest in history. The Commander of the Faithful Hariin al-Rashid, the
greatest caliph of the Abbasid period, had a deep passion for history. In seeing the
Caliph’s interest Abii Yasuf and Muhammad Shaybani also became engaged. They
followed al-Waqidi in studying the reports and military exploits of the Prophet
and the Companions. It is because caliphs and sultans come from noble families
and descent that they take such an interest in history. In an age of nobility there
never was a night or day that Arabic and Persian histories were not read before the
caliphs, sultans, ministers, and princes. They could not help but take council in
them. It was in the period of these sultans, viziers, and nobles that respect for the
knowledge of history grew and historians achieved notoriety. They were respected
and awarded gifts. [18] From the caliphs, sultans, viziers, and kings, notable his-
torians received jewels, land, horses, and camels. After the period of the great
connoisseurs of history, the appreciation and basis of that appreciation for history
and historians declined. The appetite of the caliphs and sultans of the later period
occupied their youth pursuing the fulfillment of their personal desires. Therefore,
their lofty aspirations dissipated. The sultans’ and nobles’ desire to care for the
glorious deeds and great qualities of the great men waned along with their desire
to have them recorded in histories so that the memory of their great accomplish-
ments would last until the end of time. Having a proper lineage as a requirement
of rule to become a sultan, vizier, or Amir, was no longer observed. Rather, king-
ship turned into oppression and viziership into cleverness and frugalness. The
fashion for the knowledge of history and the splendor of the historian diminished.
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In the early period, the great enthusiasm for the reading, knowing, and study of
the knowledge of history became a source of attracting students. Many courses
were given concerning the knowledge of history. That all diminished in later times
and historians were left without their reputation and esteem.

In the courts of the Persian kings, kingship came from being born into a line
of kings, viziership came from being born into a line of viziers, and free birth was
a necessary condition of nobility. Historians were employed in the Persian courts
from Gayumars to Khusraw Parviz. Under the Persian courts the historian achieved
the same level of respect and position as the Zoroastrian priests (mubid), the
shaykhs of the religious community of those Persian kings. Tha‘labi (Abt Ishaq
Ahmad b. Muhammad b. Ibrahim al-Nisabiri al-Tha‘labi, d. 427/1035), who was a
peerless historian, wrote in the ‘Ara’is al-Majalis f1 Qisas al-Anbiya’ (also Tarikh-i
‘Ar@’isi) how is it possible that caliphs, sultans, ministers, and kings should recog-
nize the value of the service of the historian to the court knowing that many court-
iers, poets, encomiasts, and idle talkers spread sleights of hand, lies, meaningless
jargon, false praise, and indecorous hyperbole. [19] For their bizarre adulation and
lies they are paid in riches. They churn out chapter upon chapter in their praise and
even fill books with their virtues. When the time of their sultanate, kingship, vizier-
ate, and rule comes to an end, then no one remembers the pages overflowing with
flattery and lies, whose falsehoods and exaggerations shine like the sun, and no
one reads their praises. Their fictional writings lay abandoned in the bookstores.
This can be contrasted to how kings are referred to in history books. Their great and
glorious deeds are mixed with those of the kings and viziers extoled from the past.

Historians preserve and demonstrate the continuity of generations of rulers,
and, having observed the proper order of the months and years, do not distort the
continuation of eras, which is one of the essential requirements of the discipline
of history. In doing so the historian performs a service that will last until the Day
of Judgment. Moreover the passion of high-minded readers will not be diminished
by reading their books and hearing the accounts recorded in their writings. Who
can really comprehend its value? Just think that when a person passes from this
world so does his wealth and life. Nothing of the kingdom, household servants,
wealth, livestock, assistants, companions, wives and children, horsemen and fol-
lowers, slaves and concubines, and treasures and provisions remains to succeed
him. But his good deeds mentioned in the history books are recorded and com-
pared along with those of other kings. Every day and every week of the praised
kings and nobles written about in history books are recalled for the edification
of the kings and nobles of the current age. [20] Upon hearing the great deeds
of those kings the esteemed men of learning of every age confer their blessings
upon them. One says, “A hundred blessings upon them.” Another says, “May God
show them countless kindness for their splendid rule.” Others praise them saying
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that such a rule filled with just sayings, deeds, and goodness is worthy to follow.
Everyone sends their good wishes and that person is happy and satisfied in their
grave and they receive life. Just as the Prophet Muhammad has said, “Whomever
Muslims remember well and praise, they are deserving of heaven.”

The Aim of Writing the Tarikh-i Firizshaht

I, Ziyé’ al-Din Barani, the author of Tarikh-i Firiizshahi, have systematically
described the principles of the knowledge of history in the introduction to this
history as well as their benefits, qualities, and excellence. In this manner I am
unique amongst the Persian historians. Having described all that, which may
appear somewhat lengthy,  wanted to show that seeing so many good qualities and
advantages of the knowledge of history, I felt the need to write a history. I wanted
to begin with Adam and his twin sons Seth, the father of prophets, and Gayumars,
the father of sultans. Then proceeding year by year, age by age,  would arrange the
sayings and deeds of the prophets and sultans until the time of Mustafa, the Seal
of Prophets, and on to Khusraw Parviz, the last king of the children of Gayumatrs. I
would continue on to the caliphs and sultans of Islam down to the present king in
whose name this book is written. [21]

I was in this line of thought until I remembered Minhaj Siraj Jizjani and his
Tabagat-i Nasiri. I was reminded of the miracle of the white hand of Moses that
that great man wrote Tabaqat-i Nasiri in Delhi about the affairs of the prophets,
caliphs, and sultans in twenty-three chapters and organized it from Adam and
Seth and Gayumars up to Sultan Nasir al-Din, son of Sultan Shams al-Din Iltut-
mish and the khans of the time of the Shamsi dynasty. So I said to myself what
would readers gain by reading my book on the same subject having read what
that great man of religion and rule had already written. If I were to contradict
something in his history and criticize it then this will be perceived as brashness
and bad manners and put some doubt into the hearts of the readers of Tabagat-i
Nasiri. The virtue I saw in writing my own history was that whatever was covered
in Tabagat-i Nasiri, 1 would leave out of mine, and whatever was discussed by
Qazi Minhaj al-Din, I would not discuss. Rather,  would mention the affairs of the
recent sultans of Delhi not touched in his history. I would follow the manner that
prophets, caliphs, sultans, their children, and assistants are laid out in Tabagat-i
Nasiri. So that if I follow the principles of the knowledge of history and present
the correct knowledge of history, the wise, insightful, subtle, and fair minded will
comprehend my brief composition, my many arguments, and do me justice by
not denying me praise. On the principle of that previous mentioned condition I
carried out this investigation.
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I took note of the fact that since the reign of those mentioned in Tabagat-i
Nasirl ninety-five years have passed. [22] In that time eight kings have sat upon
the throne of Delhi as well as three individuals who, whether justly or unjustly,
sat on the throne for three or four months. I have dealt with those eight sultans in
my brief history beginning with the reign of Ghiyath al-Din Balaban.

The Reigns of the Sultans of Delhi Described
in Tarikh-i Firazshahi

Ghiyath al-Din Balaban (r. 1266-86)
Mu‘izz al-Din Kay Qubad (r. 1286-90)
Jalal al-Din Khilji (r. 1290-94)

‘Ala’ al-Din Khilji (r. 1294-1316)

Qutb al-Din Mubarak Shah (r. 1316-21)
Ghiyath al-Din Tughluq Shah (r. 1321-25)
Muhammad b. Tughlugq (r. 1325-51)
Firtiz Shah (r. 1351-88)
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Baqir Xl

Aybeg, Qutb al-Din 400

al-Azdi 358-364, 366, 367, 369, 370,
374-377, 379, 380

— history of Mosul 358

— pastoralist economy 376

Badi‘ al-Zamant Kurdistani XII, XX

al-Baghdadi, Abu ‘Abd Allah Muhammad b.
Muhammad b. al-Nu‘man al-Ukbari; see
also Shaykh al-Mufid 187, 314

— lbn al-Mu‘allim 187

al-Baghdadr, Abd ‘Ali 158

Bahar, Muhammad Taqi (Malik
al-Shu‘ara) Xvl, 3-6, 7, 9-13, 15, 16,
18-21, 24-27

— ‘Adlva Dad 13,15, 24

- Ana-i ‘lbrat 26

— bourgeois patriotism 24

— code of moral values 9

— earlier poems 26

— father 11

— House of Justice 13

— image of a ship 20

— image of the house 13

— incursions by foreign powers 4

- kar-iTran ba khudast 16, 18, 26

— mihanparasti 5

— Nationalistideals 3

— Pand-i Sa‘di 26

— patriotic poetry 7

— political elitism 24
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— populist cast 25 Bardiya 29, 30, 36, 39, 41, 43, 44
— proper governance 12 — Cyropaedia 44
— gasida 10 al-Barmaki, Al-Fadl b. Ja‘far b.Yahya b
— representative government 12 Khalid 170-172, 178, 369, 389-391,
— Sabar 3 394, 395
— shrine functionary to political activist 9 — Ahmad, son 171
— sphere of didacticism 26 - dahaqgin 389
— tarji‘band 20 - al-Fadl 390
— term azadi 19 - Ja‘far 389
— trope of the beloved 15 — al-Ma’min 390
— Vatan dar Khatar ast 24, 25 — Shu‘db1 boasts 171
al-Bahili, Hafs b. ‘Umar 359, 366, 367 Barmaye 30
— Mosulis’ capitulation 367 Bashshar b. Burd 172
al-Bahili, Qutayba b. Muslim 359 al-Basrt al-Khubzaruzzi, Aba al-Qasim Nasr b.
Bahmanyar, Ahmad XlII Ahmad 124
Bahram 119 Bastami, Bayazid 66, 67
— khurram khusfadh 119 — astronomical imagery 66
BahramV 110 Bayhaqi 346, 413
— Perseo-Arabic literary facility 110 Benares 402
Balaban, Ghiyath al-Din 400, 418 Bernards 141, 152, 157
al-Baladhuri 340, 386 al-Birani, Abl Rayhan 57,58, 66, 110-112,
— Futih al-Buldan 386 172
Balan 119 — direct continuities 66
al-Bali 206 — Kitab al-Tafhim 57
Bani al-Hasan 380 - Mahmid of Ghazna 110
Bana Hashim 170, 171 - polemics 112
Baqil 269 Bistam 380
Barani, Ziya’ al-Din XIX, 400-402, 409, 413, Bohas 144
417 Bramayon 30

— Aim of Writing the Tarikh-i Firizshaht 417 Brookshaw, Dominic Parviz 119
— Commentary on the Holy Bible 400 Browne 7,8
— correctin religion 413 — mode of public address 8
— Example of the Four Caliphs 406 - gasida 7
— Example of the Prophet 405 al-Buhturt XIV, 259
— Fatawa-iJahandan 401 al-Buhayri, Nir al-Din 207, 210
— Knowledge of History 409 Bukhart 122, 316, 327, 413
— History of Islamic History Writing 412 — Sahih 327
— Patronage of Historiography 415 Bulliet, Richard 386, 396
— Prolegomena XIX Burton, John 315, 330
— proper conduct 401 Bazjani, Abi al-Vafa’ 54, 60
— religion of the lying historians 414 - A‘mal al-Handasa 54
— Requirements of Writing History 413 - compass 60
— Seven Qualities of History Writing 410 — Geometrical Constructions 60
— Shamsidynasty 417 Buzurgmihr 174, 410
— Tarikh-i Firdzshaht XIX, 400-402, 409,

417 Cambyses 29, 39-41, 43-45

— Tuzuk-i Jahangiri 400 — Campaign, Egyptian 29
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— fratricide 45 al-Dart, ‘Abd al-‘Aziz 167, 180
— usurpation of 29 — Al-Judhr al-Ta’rikhiyya li-I-Shu‘Gbiyya 180
Canetti, Elias 95 — Shu‘dbiyya 167,180
Carruthers, Mary 335
Carter, Michael 141, 144, 146, 150, 151, 154, Einstein 289

159 — relativity 289
- nahwiyydn 146 Elliot, Henry 402
- performance for the Qur'an 151 Elliot, H. M. 402
Chesterfield (Lord Chesterfield) 237 — Baran?’s history 402
Clinton 8 Emperor Justinian 199
— Islamic monarchy 8 — codification of Roman law 199
Cometes 30, 41, 42 Enderwitz, Susanne 167
Cooperson, Michael 141, 152,160, 161 — Shu‘tbiyya 167
— ‘Arabiyya 152 Eskandar 32
— etiological narrative 161 Even-Zohar, Itamar 133
Crone, Patricia 167
— post-colonialism 167 Fadlallah, Muhammad Husayn 308
— Shu‘dbism 167 — aqgland tajriba 308
Ctesias 44 Farabi (al-Farabi) 242, 245, 294,303
Cyrus 39, 44, 45 — al-Qawl fi al-tanasub 242
— Armenians 44 — poetic syllogism 241
— Cadusians 44 — Qawanin al-shi‘r 242
— Medes 44 Farahani, Adib al-Mamalik 4,7

— nationalist themes 4

Da‘d 259 al-Farra’ 147,160, 161
Dahag 30 — Ma‘antal-Qur'an 147
- thousand years 30 Farrox-roz 32, 33
Darab 31 Farrukhi 7
— Mahyar and janosyar 31 — patriotic poetry 7
Darius 38, 39, 45 Fartana 259
- (effects of) lie (drauga-) 39 Fattal 389
Darius Il 31 Fayyaz, Ali Akbar XIlI
— Alexander 31 Fazarm 51
Darius the Great 29 — Qasida on the Science [or Configuration] of
Dawlatshah 244 the Stars 51
— Tadhkirat al-Shu‘ara 244 Fereydon 30, 31
al-Dhuhli, al-Qa’qa’ b. Shawr 122 — do farrox hamal 30
Dhu al-Majdayn Xl — victorious campaign 30
Dihkhuda, ‘AlT Akbar 4,123, 124 Fidora, Alexander 237
Dinawart 413 Filgas 79
Dionysus of Miletus 29 FirdawsT, Ab al-Qasim (Firdawsi Tasi) XIV,
Ditters, Everhard 148 52-55, 60, 69, 102, 402, 413
— corpus linguistics 148 — geometrical and mechanical traditions
- kalam al-‘arab 148 60
al-Dw’ali, Aba al-Aswad 147, 154 — Shahnama (Shahnamah) 52, 53, 55, 69,
al-Du’ali, Isma‘il b. Ziyad 368 98, 99, 123, 402

- ‘Isar 368 Firaz Shah 400, 418



Frye, Richard XXV, 101

— Middle Persian 101

Fuchs 281

— therole ofideas 281

Furuzanfar Xl

— page 69 of his Sharh-i Risala-i
Qushayriyya XIll

Gabriel 206, 222, 289

Gagarin 292

Gandhi 303

Garrison, William Lloyd 294

Gaumata 29, 38-41, 43

— usurpation 43

Gayumars 416, 417

Gharib, Abd al-Azim XIlII

al-Gharbani, Shihab al-Din Ahmad b.
‘All 208, 211

al-Gharid 157

Ghaylan (the Shu’abi) 175

— abda‘a kitaban 175

Ghazali 241, 245

— Kimiya-i Sa‘adat 245

Ghiyath al-Din (Tughlug Shah) 418

Gibb, Hamilton A. R. 166, 173

Gliinz 8

— class 8

Goethe 294

Goldziher, Ignaz 166

Gouttenoire, Marie-Andrée 148, 151, 160

— Bedouin informants 151

— les savants iragiens 148

griffin 117

Gurgant 57-59, 61, 66

— Altered forms 58

— direct continuities 66

kura falakiyya 57

— mubad 61

— twelve constellations 59

Gutas, Dimitri 156

— Hagar 170, 172

— Ha’iri Kirmani, Muhammad Ali XII

Ha’iri Simnani, Muhammad Salih Allama XII
Hajji Khalifa 206

al-Halabi 326

al-Hamdani, Hassan b. Mujalid 364, 366, 370
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Hammad 110

Hammad (b.) al-Salama 149, 158, 159

- ‘Arabiyya 159

al-Hamaya, Sa‘d al-Din 215

al-Harrani, Ibn Shu‘ba 345

Haran al-Rashid (Haran al-Rashid) 110,
128, 156, 160, 172, 174, 358, 360,
361, 365-369, 373, 374, 376, 377,
380, 415

— AThousand and One Nights 128

budget 373

— civilwar 358

— death 380

Hasan 392, 408

Hasan al-‘Askari 191

— Imamiyya 191

Hassan 322

Hatim al-Ta'T 407

Hazm 413

Heinrichs, Wolfhart P. XXVI

Hellanicus of Lesbos 29

Herodotus 29, 40-42

— Magus Gaumata 40

El-Hibri, Tayeb 133

Hind 259

Hirah 110

Hitler 291

Hui, Andrew 95

Huma’i, Jalal al-Din XIII

— Divan-i Uthman-i Mukhtari Xl

— Tarikh-i Isfahan XIlI

Humbert 141

Hurmazd 54

— Farrukhzad 54

Husayn 304, 408

Ibn ‘Abbad, al-Sahib 250, 255

Ibn ‘Abbas, ‘Abdallah 316, 317

Ibn al-‘Abbas, Muhammad 363, 364
Ibn ‘Abd Manaf, Hashim 170

Ibn ‘Abd al-Qadds, Salih 115

— proverbs transmitted 115

Ibn ‘Abd Rabbihi 168, 173

Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman, Salih 119

Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman, Yinis 327

Ibn Abi Bakr, Muhammad 347, 348
— governor of Egypt 347
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Ibn AbT al-Dunya 343

- Islah al-mal 343

Ibn Abt al-Hadid 346, 348

Ibn Abt al-Isba‘ 346

— Tahrir al-Tahbir fi Sina‘at al-Shi‘r wa

al-Nathr 346

Ibn Abt)a’far, Ja‘far 362

Ibn AbT Mansdr, Yahya 174

Ibn Abt Sufyan, Mu‘awiya 337, 338, 340, 341,
375, 408

— people of Syria 337

Ibn Abi Talib, ‘Aqil 339, 340

Ibn Abi Talib, al-Husayn b. ‘Ali 122

Ibn Abt az-Zawa’id 122

Ibn ‘Adi, Yahya 249

Ibn ‘Affan, ‘Uthman 340, 407

— nepotism and corruption 340

— Possessor of the Two Lights 408

Ibn al-‘Ala’, Abd ‘Amr 146, 370

Ibn Ali, Isma‘ll 373, 380

Ibn ‘Ali, Muhammad 315

Ibn ‘Ali, Yahya 169, 174

— boasting about the ‘Ajam 169

Ibn al-‘Amid , Aba l-Fadl (Aba |-Fath) 250,
255

Ibn ‘Amir 146

Ibn ‘Amr, al-‘Abbas b. al-Fadl 367

Ibn ‘Amr al-Taghlibt, Hisham 362

Ibn Anas, Malik 316, 328

- fa‘ali 316

- gawll 316

Ibn al-Anbari 162

— Kitab al-Insaf 162

Ibn ‘ArabT 206-209, 211, 213-215, 220, 224,
225

— ‘Awarif al-Ma‘arif 209

- al-Simnant’s critique 214

- wahdat al-wujiod 213

Ibn al-As, ‘Amr 338

Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah 219, 220, 223

- Miftah al-Falah wa Misbah al-Arwah 219

— Sufi grammar 223

Ibn al-Athir, Majd al-Din 341

- al-Nihaya f1 Gharib al-Hadith wa

al-Athar 341
Ibn ‘Awf, ‘Abd al-Rahman 316, 317
Ibn A’yan, Harthama 365

Ibn Babuwayh, Muhammad ibn ‘Al 193,
197-201

- ‘adl 201

- I‘tigadat 198

— Man la yahduruhu al-fagth 193

Ibn Babawayh al-Qummi 386

Ibn Babawayah al-Sadq (Ibn
Babawayh) 189, 314

— Kitab man la Yahduruhu al-Faqgih 314

Ibn Bahdal, Sa‘ild 380

Ibn al-Bagillani XVII

Ibn Barmak, al-Fadl b. Yahya 156, 160, 161,
369, 388

— Kitab al-‘Uyin wa’l-Hada’iq 369

— Kitab al-Wuzara wa’l-Kuttab XVIII

— Tarikh al-Hukama XVIII

Ibn Barmak, Khalid b. al-Hasan 361, 363,
376

Ibn Bishr, Bahlal 365, 380

Ibn Bukhtish’, Jibra’il XIX, 391-394, 396

— Kalila wa-Dimna 391

Ibn Buzghush, Najib al-Din ‘Ali 209, 210, 214

— branch of the Suhrawardi order 209

— |bn ‘Arab?’s thought 214

Ibn al-Dumayna 97

Ibn Durayd 172

Ibn al-Faraj, Sallam 388-390

— imperfective verbs 148

— Sibawayh 148

Ibn Farid 209

— ‘Awarif al-Ma‘arif 209

Ibn Farrikh, Muhammad 365

Ibn Garcia 169

Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani 208, 211

Ibn al-Hajjaj, ‘Abd al-Rahman 326

Ibn Hanbal 305

Ibn Harb, ‘Ali 360

Ibn Hardin, Sahl 173, 175, 176, 389, 392

— bayt al-hikma 174

— cultural aspirations 176

— Persianization of al-Ma’miin’s court 174

Ibn al-Hasan al-Hamdanr, ‘Ali 380

Ibn Hisham 337

Ibn Hunayf al-Ansari, ‘Uthman 339, 340

Ibn al-Husayn, Tahir 175

Ibn Idris al-Shafi’1, Abi ‘Abd Allah
Muhammad 315



Ibn Ishaq 402

— Siyar al-Nabi wa Athar al-Sahaba 402

Ibn Ishaqg, Hunayn 237

Ibn Ja’far, Qudama 377

Ibn Jarad, al-Harith 374

Ibn Ka’b, Masa 361

— Mosul 361

Ibn Kathir 146, 318, 324

— discussion of the takhsis 325

— Two Sahths 318

- zina 325

Ibn Khaldan 177

Ibn Khalil, ‘Abd Allah 368

Ibn Khallikan 172

Ibn al-Khattab, ‘Umar (‘Umar al-Khattab) 313,
314, 316-318, 326, 328, 330, 337, 338,
386, 406-408

— asceticism 407

— hiddenverse 328

- jizya 407

— kharaj 407

— punishment of stoning 316

— sharr al-thalatha 318

— stoning verse 316

— walad al-zina 318

Ibn Khayyat, Khalifa 370

Ibn Khurdadhbih 377

Ibn al-Mahdi, Ibrahim 127, 391, 392, 394

Ibn Manzdr 175, 341

— Lisan al-‘Arab 341

Ibn Marwan, Al-Fadl 395

Ibn Mas’ud, ‘Ubaydullah b. ‘Abd Allah b.
‘Utba 324

Ibn Mayyada 97

Ibn Mihran, Maymian 369

Ibn Mihran, ‘Umar 374

Ibn Mishkan 374

Ibn al-Mu’afa, Ahmad 359

Ibn Mu’awiya, ‘Abd al-‘Aziz 365

Ibn Mu’awiya, Hisham 161

Ibn al-Muhajir, Misa 367

Ibn Muhammad, Ja‘far 315

Ibn Muhammad, Yahya 372

Ibn Muhammad al-Dabbr, al-Mufaddal 133

Ibn Muhriz 108, 109

— alhan al-furs 108

— Middle Persian 110
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- al-Raml 109

— the harpist of the Arabs 108

Ibn Mujahid 146

— Abl ‘Amr 146

Ibn Mujalid, al-Hassan 380

Ibn al-Mulaqgin 208

Ibn Muljam 409

Ibn al-Mugaffa‘ 393, 413

— Sanskrit fables 393

Ibn Mus‘ab, Masa 361, 365, 371, 373,
375-377

Ibn Muslim, Qutayba 119

Ibn al-Mu’tazz, ‘Abd Allah 127, 129, 169-172,
178

- Yahya 170

— Yahya’s second poem 171

Ibn al-Nadim 172, 174, 179

Ibn Nafail, Sa‘ld b. Zaid b. ‘Amr 110, 317

Ibn Najda, al-Saqr 362

Ibn al-Ndshajant 171

Ibn Qahtaba, al-Hasan 365

Ibn Qahtaba, Humayd 381

Ibn Qays, Ash‘ath 340

Ibn Qays, al-Dahhak 380

Ibn Qays, Maymiin 106

Ibn Qays, Muhammad 326

- al-shaykh wa al-shaykha 326

Ibn al-Qayyim 219, 220

— monistic cosmology 220

Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya 219

Ibn al-Qiftt XVIII, 175, 388, 391, 393, 396,
397

- Ta’rikh al-Hukama’ 388

Ibn Qutayba 142, 143, 145, 146, 148, 149,
152, 156-159, 168, 171-173, 178-180,
337, 340

— Adab al-Katib 178

- Ashab al-Qira’at 146

— kalam corpus 148

— al-Ma‘arif 142, 143, 145,159, 173

— mawall 152

— rebuttal to the Shu‘ibis 168

— sections 145

Ibn al-Rawandi, Abi al-Husayn Ahmad Ibn
Yahya Ibn Ishaq 278

Ibn Rushd 241

- Bidayat 241
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Ibn Sa‘d 386

- Tabaqgat 386,387

Ibn Sa’dan, Muhammad 161

Ibn Sahl, al-Fadl XVIII, 386, 388, 395

— circumcision 396

— conversion from Zoroastrianism XIX

— conversion stories 386

- dahgana 395

- irredeemable pagan 397

— Kalila and Dimna XIX; also Kalila
wa-Dimna 396

— Magian 395

Ibn Sa‘ld al-Harashi, Yahya 368, 376

Ibn Salih, ‘Abd al-Malik 363

Ibn Salih, Rawh 364

— rawabit 364

Ibn Salm, Sa‘id 359

Ibn al-Samit, ‘Abada 322

Ibn Sebiiktigin, Mahmad 102

Ibn Shabib, Qahtaba 366

Ibn Shahhaj, Wa’il 368

Ibn Shihab (Ibn Shihab) al-Zuhri 324, 329

— abrogator and abrogated 329

- al-tarjth 329

Ibn Shurayh, Bakkar 365

Ibn Shurayh, Shurayh 365

lbn Sina 242

- Iranophone vs. Arabophone
Islamicate 244

- al-Shifa’ 242

Ibn Sinan, ‘Abd Allah 326

Ibn Subayh, Asim 388, 389

Ibn Sufyan, ‘Abd al-Rahman b. al-‘Attaf XVIII,

360

Ibn Sufyan, al-‘Attaf 357, 358, 360, 361,
363, 365, 366, 368, 373, 376, 377,
380

- control of Mosul 363

- city-rural coalition 366

— early Abbasid imperialism 358

Ibn al-Surayj 157

Ibn Taghri BirdT 208, 211

Ibn Talha, ‘Abd Allah 326

Ibn Tarif, al-Walid 370

Ibn Taymiyya 220, 241

— antinomianism 220

Ibn Tughlug, Muhammad 400, 418

Ibn ‘Umar, Isa 145, 148

— Quran-reading 145

Ibn ‘Uthman, ‘Umar 142

Ibn al-Waqidi, Muhammad b. ‘Umar 413

— maghazi literature 413

Ibn Yahya, Aba Ghassan Muhammad
122

Ibn Yasar, Isma‘il 179

Ibn Yazid, Shabib 365

Ibn Yazid, al-Walid 122

Ibn Yasuf, al-Hajjaj 119

Ibn Zadanfarakh, Yazid 388

Ibn Zayd, ‘AdT 110

Ibn al-Zubayr, Mus‘ab 190

al-ljl, Muhammad b. Ibrahim 401

— Tuhfat al-Faqir ila Sahib al-Sarir f1 ‘Ilm

al-Tawarikh 401

Ilahi, Mirza Abu al-Qasim XII

— Sharh-i Shamsiyya dar Mantiq XlI

— Ilahi Ghomshei, Mahdi XllI

Iltutmish, Shams al-Din 400, 417

Imam Rida 3

Imru’ al-Qays 157

Traj Mirza 5

— Intigad-iijtima‘T 5

‘Iraqt, Taj al-Din 413

— fathnamas 413

Isaac 172

al-Isfahani, Ab al-Faraj; also Abi Faraj
al-Isfahani 108-110, 127, 175, 179

— al-Aghant 127

— Kitab al-Aghani 108

al-Isfahani, Hamza 103, 108, 109,
112-117, 119, 121, 125-134, 172,
365, 370, 408

— adab 113,134

— cross-cultural epistemology 113

— al-khash-i mash 103

— Middle Persian poetry 115

— Persian proverb 129, 130

— Persian wisdom 132

— tawalla naglaha 115

al-Isfahani, Najm al-Din Mahmad (Najm al-Din

al-Isfahani) 208
Ishaq, Imam Muhammad 412
— Siyar al-Nabi wa Athar al-Sahaba 412
Ishaqg b. Sarin 395



Ishmael 170

‘Ishgt 7

— patriotic poetry 7
al-Istakhri, Abi Ishaq 102
— three languages 102

Ja‘far al-Sadiq 315

Jaffal, Khalil Ibrahim 172

Jahangir 400

al-Jahiz 104,108, 128, 144, 145, 155, 157,
161, 162, 167, 172, 174, 177, 179, 251,
341, 343, 346

— al-Bayan wa al-Tabyin 341, 343

- Kitab al-Hayawan 157

— Mahasin wa al-Addad 343

— Shu‘dbiyya 167

al-Jahmi, Abd ‘Abd Allah 172

al-Jahshiyari XVIlI, 388, 389, 390, 391,
394,396

— conversion 390

— detail about al-Fadl 388

— Kitab al-Wuzara’ wa al-Kuttab 388

— Stories [of] conversion 391

Jamshid 62, 80, 401, 405, 407

— Muhrah-i gisiish 62

— qurs-i Khwarshid 62

jandsyar 31, 32

Jarir 153

al-Jarmi 155

al-Jarrah, Muhammad b. Dawiad 171

al-Jawad, Muhammad b. ‘Ali al-Taqt
191

al-Jayhani 173

Jesus 292,303

al-Jilant, ‘Abd al-Qadir 204-206

— al-Ghunya li Talibi Tariq al-Haqq 206

Johnson, Samuel 237

al-Juhant, Zayd b. Khalid (Zayd b. Khaild
al-Juhani) 324,325

— Two Sahths 325

al-Jumabhi, Ibn Sallam 147, 149, 154

— ‘Arabiyya 147

— kalam al-‘arab 154

— Tabagat al-Shu‘ara’ 147

al-Junayd 208-210

— characteristic dhikr 209

Jurjani, Fakhr al-Din 102
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Justin 29, 30, 40-42

- Herodotus’s narrative 41

— magus Gaumata 40

al-Jazjani, Minhaj al-Din ‘Uthman b. Siraj
al-Din Muhammad 400, 413, 417

- Tabagat-i Nasiri 400, 413, 417

Kabir al-Din 413

Kadayon 30

Kadivar, Mohsen 281, 302

— religion of reason 281

Kadkant (Muhmmad Rida Shafi‘i Kadkani) 5,
6,19, 24

- shift of the panegyric 6

al-Kaft 314

al-Kafiyaji, Muhyt al-Din Muhammad b.
Sulayman 401

— al-Mukhtasar fi ‘lIlm al-Tarikh 401

Kalila wa-Dimna (Kalilah wa-Dimnah) 232,
391

Kambajiya 38

Karimi-Hakkak, Ahmad 8

— gasida “genre” 8

Katayon 30

Kay Khusraw 401, 405, 407

Kay Qubad, Mu‘izz al-Din 407, 418

al-Khalil XVl, 142, 149-151, 156, 158

- ‘ajam 156

— amthal 150

- ‘Arabiyya (al-‘Arabiyya) 149-151, 156

— kalam al-‘arab 150, 151

— Kitab al-‘Ayn XVI, 142, 149-151

- lugha 149

— mukhatabat 150

al-Khalist, Muhammad b. Mahd1 281, 299

Khanlari Xlll

al-Khassaf 378

al-Khatib al-Baghdadi 115

Khatibi, Husayn XIlI

al-Khawafi, Zayn al-Din 206, 207, 210

Khiljt, ‘Ala’ al-Din 400, 418

Khilj1, Jalal al-Din 400, 418

al-Kind1 358, 367

Khomeini (Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini) Xil,
300-302

- Qom Xl

— struggle and martyrdom 300
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Khu’i (Ayatollah Khu’i) XllI, XXIV

— Reception of Professor Mahdavi XXIV

Khurasani, (Akhiind) Muhammad Kazim 302

— lIranian constitutionalist thought 302

Khusraw Andshirvan 174

Khusraw | Andshirvan 107, 111, 406

— Al-A'sha 107

Khusraw Il 106, 110

— surd ghy-bazi 106

Khusraw Parviz 416, 417

Khusraw va Shirin 60

al-Khuza’t, ‘Abd Allah b. Malik 365, 366

— ‘Abd Allah al-Harawi al-Ansari 212

Khwaja Kirmani 66-69, 84

— astronomical nuances 67

— Gulu Nawrdz 66, 84

— Haft Manzar 67

— prophetic ascension 66

Khwansari 116

Kia, Sadeq Xl

Kilito, Abdelfatta 104, 105, 108

- Al-Jahiz 104

— hierarchy and conflict 104

— translation 104

al-Kindi 358, 364, 367

Kirkpatrick (Lt. Colonel) 402

al-Kisa’1 144, 146, 152, 157, 160, 161, 162

- challenged by 152

defeat 161

rival of 144

- rivalry 157

al-Kisht 215

Kisra 170

Kolberg, Etan 318

al-Kulayni 314

al-Karant al-Kurdi al-Kaldri, Aba al-Mahasin

Jamal al-Din Muhammad Ibn Yasuf Ibn
‘Abd Allah 207-209, 211-223, 225

- ‘alam al-jabarat 215

— ‘alam al-lahat 215

— ‘alam al-malakat 215

- asma’ al-tawhid 220

— Badi* al-Intifas f1 Sharh al-Qawafi
al-Thalath and al-Irshad ila Hagigat
al-Itigad 212, 213

— Dhikr 216, 218, 225

— divine attributes 216

follower of 211

al-Irshad ila Haqigat al-I‘tigad 212
Language and Epistemology 220
layers of being 217

logos 213

Neoplatonic idea of return 218
Rayhan al-Qulab 207, 208, 211, 225
reintroduction of the path of al-Junayd 209
shahada 207

Sirr al-Asrar 211, 214, 218, 225
speculative Sufism 225
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— Zoroastrian communities 101

Vird 36, 40

Vis o Ramin XVI, 29, 34, 36, 37, 40-42,
45-47, 99,102

— Georgian version 35

— Parthian setting 47

— Two evil brothers 34

Voltaire 294

al-Waqidi 374, 415
al-Warrag, Abi ‘Isa 277, 278
al-Warrag, ‘Allan 172

Xenophon 44
Xorsid (X'arsid) $ah 32, 33

Yamamoto, Kumiko 104

Ya‘qub1 337, 340, 343

— Tarikh 343

Yaqat 172,174,179

Yarshater, Ehsan Xl

Yazdgerd 119

— shab bishud 119

Yazdgird Ill 53

Yusefi-Eshkevari, Hassan 302

Yasuf al-Karant (al-‘Ajam1) 204, 206, 210

— Sirr al-Asrar, Asrar al-Asrar, al-Asrar, Bayan
al-Asrar li al-Talibtn, Bayan Asrar al-Talibin,
al-Suldk 1 Batin al-Asrar, and Risala f1
al-Batin wa al-Zahir 205

— Sirr al-Asrar (or Bayan al-Asrar) 204



436 =—— Indexof Names

al-Zabidi, Muhammad Murtada 176
Zahak (zahhak) 30, 38

— badi 38

— design of madmen 38
— honar 38

- jadayi 38

- kam-e divanegan 38

- kardar-e farzanegan 38
- niki 38

- Sahname 38

— thousand years 30

Zakeri, Mohsen 174
Zamakhshari 329

Zarara 326

Zard 34, 35, 41-43

— kingdom of Mah 35
al-Zawzan1 388, 391, 397
Zayd 161

al-Zubaydi 152, 156, 158-160
— Tabagat al-Nahwiyyin 158
Zubayr 337

Zubayr Sa‘di 148



Index of Geographical Places

Afghanistan 102-103
al-Abtah 404

— pilgrimage 404
al-Andalus 168

— Shu‘dbiyya 168
al-Baradan 395

— Magian 395

Al-Basra 157

— Basran-Kufan rivalry 157
Aleppo 32,154

— Abua al-Tayyib 154

— Xorsid $ah 32

Algeria 269

— Tahart 269

al-Haditha 366

al-Hira 110

— Lakhmid kings 110
Al-Kafa 157

— Basran-Kufan rivalry 157
al-Mawsil 362

— local arrangements 362
al-Qarafa 211

— al-Kdrant 211

al-Raqga 371,373
Alsace-Lorraine 5
America 132, 283, 291

— Spanish novel 132
Amida 379

Arabia 176, 336

— Islam 176

Arabian Peninsula 153, 338
Arakadri 39

Armenia 364,366

— Al-“Attaf 366

— frontier warring 364
Azerbaijan 17, 364, 369

— frontier warring 364

— Mosulis 369

Bactria 44
— Bardiya 44
Bafakhara 359

Baghdad 101-103, 142, 143, 151, 154-157,

161, 172, 187, 189, 190, 209, 230, 249,
250, 272, 312, 314, 318, 319, 324, 369,
372-374,377-380, 392,394

Abbasid power 378
Al-Ahmar 161

al-Akhfash 161

al-Junayd 209

al-Kisa’t 161

al-Rashid 161

Bedouin Arabs 161
Buwayhis 314

Christian chroniclers 377
festival of Ghadir Khumm 189
fiscal system 377
generation of readers 394
grammar 142

humiliation of Sibawayh 143, 156, 161
la littérature des majalis ou du Kitab
al-aghani 151

loyalty or kinship 380
Mada’in 101

Middle Persian colophon 101
monetized grain market 377
organizational and ideological
center 379

Sibawayh 142, 155, 161
stoning 319

Sunni identity 190

taxes 377

the Bayids 189

Tast 318

Tasr’s community 312
Yahya 161
Yawm al-Ghar 190

Bagh-i Shah 17
Bahrain 406
Balad 375

rebellion 375

Balikh 371

Late Umayyad and early Abbasid
period 371

Balikh valley 372



438 — Index of Geographical Places

Balkh 14, 62,389

- Nawshad 14

- Yahya al-Barmaki 389

Baran 400

Basra 153, 154, 160, 206, 339, 345, 372, 406

— ‘Arabiyya 153

— Battle of the Camel 345

- Salimiyya movement 206

- ‘Al’s governor 339

Basra-Kufa 161

— contest 161

Bayt al-Hikma 174

Beirut 283, 285, 298, 308

- Maghniyya 283

- shabab 285

Bejaya (Algeria) 212

— Sufis 212

Bisotun 29, 30, 36, 38-41, 43, 46, 47

- Bardiya 29, 43

- Bundahisn 30

— Cambyses 43

— Cyrus Cylinder 41

— Darius 29

— describing the emergence of lie 38

- inscription 29, 36, 38, 39-41, 43, 46,
47

- Szhname 30

Boston 141

Britain 4

— 1907 agreement 4

Bukhara 102

Byzantine 371

- Sasanian armies 371

Byzantine Empires 199
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Byzantium 108, 369, 370, 406, 407
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— northern Mesopotamia 371

- Sasanian armies 371

Cairo 107, 180, 205

- al-Katib 180

— anti-Arab nationalist trends 180
- Fatimid dynasty 107
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— Bardiya 44
Caspian Sea 103
Caucasus 23
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Chorasmia 44

— Bardiya 44
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Ctesiphon 101, 110
— ‘Adilbn Zayd 110
— Dart 101

— Mada’in 101

Daylam 103, 110

— Buyid dynasty 103
Deccan 23

Delhi 400, 401, 413, 417, 418
— Barani 400

center of Islamic authority 400
— sultans of 401

Tabaqgat-i Nasiri 417, 418
— The historians of 413
Diyar Rabi‘a 373

Dishan Tappa 17

eastern Afghanistan 102

eastern Iran 102, 126

— al-Tha‘alibt 126

eastern Islamicate world 99

— New Persian 99

Edessa 372,379

Egypt 39,162, 163, 175, 204, 208, 209, 211,
214, 225, 338, 358, 364, 367, 374, 375,
406

— al-Kdrant 211, 225

— al-Shabashi 163

— Cambyses 39

— capitulation of the governor 367

— social and political power 358

— Sufism 209

— taxpayers 374

Europe 4,105,132
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Fars (Fars) 100, 102, 133, 142, 157, 158
— Arabic 102
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— New Persian 102

— Sibawayh 142,157
Fertile Crescent 189, 199
Fez 237
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Germany 5

Ghazna 18, 61,102
Gilan (Gilan) 18,110

— Sattar Khan 17
Greater Zab 366

Gulf 100,102

Gurgan 57

— Birant and Gurgani 57

Harran 373

Herat 119,121

— Persian proverbs 121
Hijaz 406

Himyar 149, 387

— ‘Arabiyya 149

— magqgawil 387

Ibn Muhriz 110

— Middle Persian 110

Iran (Iran) XV, XVIll, 3-7, 10, 12, 13,
17, 18, 20, 22-24, 26, 27, 34, 98,
101, 103, 172, 214, 232, 283, 284,
301

— beloved and Mother 6,7

— classical formalism 3

— classical tradition 7

— constitution 24

— Constitutional Decree 10

— Constitutional Revolution 4,5, 27

— Erotic Vatan 6

— feminine imagery 7
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— kishvar 11

— literature 3

— “matriotic” imagery 9
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— microcosm of the nation 26

- millat 6

— modernist thought 3
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- Misa al-Sadr 283

- national identity 5

— Persian 98

— political self-determination 27

— political upheaval 3

- quasi-theocracy 301

- quasi-vanguard 25

- rose-cheeked beauties 13

— Shiite thought and Shiite controversy
XV

— Shu‘Gbism 172

— summer and flowers in bloom 13
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— vatan 24

— vatankhwahan 24

— western dialects of Persian 103

— Zoroastrian clergy 101

Iranian west 103

Iraq 98, 101, 110, 119, 160, 172, 190, 282,

296, 338, 361, 406, 409
— administrative frontier 361
— Aramaic 98
— fire worship 406
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— polytheism 406
— religion of the Zoroastrians 406
- Salih 119
— Sibawayh 160
— Zoroastrian clergy 101

Isfahan 5, 16, 18, 93, 98, 100, 102, 103, 105,

108, 113, 115, 133, 386
- al-Mafarrakht 103
— Arabic 133
— Bakhtiyaris 16
— Kakuyid ruler 108
- local biographical dictionaries 386
— Middle Persian poetry 113
— New Persian 133
— Raghib 98
— Viso Ramin 98
Islamic Arabia 349
- literary scene 349
Islamicate world 101, 243, 245, 246
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Islamic world 335
— papermaking techniques 335
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Jabal ‘Amil 282, 284

- Maghniyya 282
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Jazira (Jazira) 157, 361, 370-373, 375-377,
381

— Christian peasants 375

— chronicler from Zugnin 372

— Jaziran grains 372

— Kharijite rebellions 370, 376

- ta‘dil 375

— urbanism 371

— wealth of Mosulis 372

Jaziran countryside 370

- Kharijism 370

Jurjan 386

— local biographical dictionaries 386

Kairouan 35

Karkh 314

- TasT 314

Ka‘ba 405

— four pillars 405

Khilat 375

Khurasan (Khorasan, Khurasan, Xorasan)
4,5,11,12, 16, 18, 34, 35, 133, 232,
406, 408

— newspaper Khurasan 16

— ‘Uthman 408

- vatan 5

Konya 64

Kafa (Kufa, Kafah) 154, 327, 406, 409, 338,
339, 388

— worldliness and bribery 339

Lahore 18, 23

Lebanon 162, 282, 284, 296, 303
- Misa al-Sadr 283

London 117

— Quranic Glossary 117

Macedonia 60

Mah 40

Maraghah 64

Marj Juhayna 366, 380

— direct Abbasid rule 380
Marv 34, 35, 37, 40

— Mobed 35

Mashhad Xl, 3, 4, 12, 13, 16, 19
- Astan-i Quds-i Radavi 3
— Democrat Party 4
— Hauza-i llmiyya of Mashhad XI
— Muhammad Taqi Bahar 3
— Shiite shrine 3
Mayyafariqin 379
Mecca 108, 154, 157, 209, 404
— mawall 154
— pilgrimage 404
Media 35, 39, 44
— Bardiya and Ramin 44
— Median court 35
— Zard 35
mediaeval Middle East 111
— linguistic diversity 111
Medina (Medina) 108, 154, 157, 246, 316, 317,
339, 363, 407, 409
— mawall 154
— riffraff and the rabble 316, 317
- ‘Umar 316
— worldliness and bribery 339
Mediterranean 371
— three great trade cycles 371
Mesopotamia 364
— frontier warring 364
Middle East 98, 105, 111, 181, 232, 301, 370
— Arabic language and the Islamic
religion 111
continuity in settlement 370
— Islamic conquests 98
— multi-confessional Lebanese state 301
Shu‘libiyya 181
middle Euphrates 371
— late Umayyad and early Abbasid
period 371
Mina 317
— ‘Umar’s last Hajj 317
Mosul XVIII, 357-361, 364, 366, 367, 369,
370, 372-374, 376, 379, 380
— Abbasid power 357
— administrative frontier 361
— administrative periphery of the
Abbasids XVIII
— Al-Azdr’s annual entries 360
— annual revenue 369
— Baghdad’s hegemonic claims 379
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— Harin 366

— history selectively transmitted 360
— intelligence 373

— Kharijite rebellions 370, 376
— late Umayyad period 372

— massacres of 133 372

— misrof 370

- gadis 361

— river-borne trade 372

— six million dirhams 369

— social and political power 358
— taxes 369

— undercollection of taxes 370
Mudar 373

Muslim empire 189, 339

Nahrawan 337

— Battle of 337

Najaf 282-284, 308, 314

— Maghniyya 282, 283

Tasi 314

ineveh 379

ishapur 106, 386

— local biographical dictionaries 386
new poetry 106

Nisibis 375, 379

northern Mesopotamia 369-371, 373, 376
— fiscal integration 375

— interregional network of trade 371
— jawall 373

— Jaziran governor 376

— Kharijism 370

— Marwanid period 371

— Muslim Arabs 376

— Shaybanis and Tamimis 370

— Syrian countryside 371

— tribute 376

— Zugnin Chronicle 371

Northern Mesopotamia 375
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Oxford 291
Oxus River 98

PaiSiyauvada 39
Parthia 44
— Bardiya 44

Index of Geographical Places = 441

Persia XVI, 51, 53, 69, 114, 133, 170, 209,
214, 387, 407, 413

- ahrar Faris 170

— Astronomical Poems 51

— four corners 69

- haynamah 387

- hikma (wisdom) 114

— northeast 51

- northern 52,53

— northwest 51

— northwest Persia 64

— southeast 51,52

- southwest 51,53

— The historians of 413

- wisdom of 133

Persianate world 403

— history and history writing 403

Philadelphia 141

Poland 23

Portugal 95

post-Mongol world 225

— Neoplatonist cosmology 225

Post-Roman West 370

Pre-Islamic and early Islamic Arabia 145

— grammar 145

lexicography 145

oral histories 145

— poetry 145

— Qur’an recitation 145

pre-Islamic Arabia 105, 154

— kalam al-‘arab 154

pre-Islamic Persian world 101

pre-lslamic Sasanian Empire 107

— Al-Razi 107

Qom (Qum) XIlI, 283
Quraysh 170
— ban@’l-athama 170

Rasht 16,18

— Constitutionalist forces 16
Rayy (Rey) 17, 43, 230, 250

— lbn al-‘Amid 250

Rim 62

Russia 4

— influence and aggression 4
— Tsarist government 4
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- al-Sth 388
Samargand 116, 119

- dihgan 119

— Trojan horse 119
Samarra (Samarra) 191,192
— ‘Abbasid army camp (‘askar) 191
- Hasan al-‘Askari 191
Sasanian empire 99

— Middle Persian 98
Sawad 377

- mugasama 377
Seleucia 101

- Dart 101

Sham 157

Shiraz 158

— al-Bayda’ 158

Siffin 337, 338, 347

- Battle of 337,338
Simnan 214

- llkhanid court officials 214
Sind 362

— Hisham 362

South America 283
South Asia XIX, 400, 402
- Barant’s history 402
— political dynamics 402
southern Iran 108
southern Iraq 371
southern Uzbekistan 102
southwestern Asia 233
- Mongols 233

- Tast 233

Spain 98,168

— Shu‘dbiyya 168

Sdrin 395

Syria 108, 364, 368, 406
— frontier warring 364

Tabriz 18, 20

— Constitutionalists 18

Taghlib 376

— tax-levying expedition 376

Tajikistan 102,103

Tavira 95

Tehran XIl, 16, 18, 230

— University of Tehran XII

Tigris 187, 361, 366, 372, 373

— Balad 361

— floodin762-763 372

Transoxania (Transoxiana) 172, 269, 369,
406, 408

— Farghana 269

— Shu‘dbism 172

— ‘Uthman 408

Taran 34

Turkistan 14

— Khallukh 14

Tas 314

‘Ukbara 187
— al-Shaykh al-Mufid 187

western Iran 120
— Middle Persian 120

Xorasan 34, 45
Yemen 406

Zab 375



