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The Qur’an and the Aesthetics of 

Adab: H. ikāyat Abı̄ ’ l-Qāsim 
al-Baghdādı̄  by Abū’l-Mut.ahhar 

al-Azdı̄  (fl. Fifth/Eleventh Century)*

SA R A H R .  BI N T Y EER

This chapter seeks to show the influ ence of the Qur’an on the 
aesthet ics of adab, namely in �ikāyat Abī’l-Qāsim al-Baghdādī,1 

which was written by Mu�ammad Abū’l-Mu�ahhar al-Azdī (fl. fifth/ 
elev enth century).2 By the ‘aesthet ics of adab’, I mean an approach 
that ‘has to give an account of liter ary aesthetic features making  
it clear in what sense . . . they can be said to be prop er ties of liter ary 
works’.3 I there fore seek to emphas ise the unique and defin ing 
prop er ties of adab in terms of its style, content and struc ture. This 
calls for atten tion to be given to the diction and artistic language  
of Azdī’s �ikāyat Abī’l-Qāsim al-Baghdādī, its engage ment with 
the semi osis of the Qur’an (i.e. the process by which meaning is 
created in the Qur’an) and the narrat ive struc ture of the �ikāya. 
When discuss ing narrat ive struc ture here, it is useful to cite Tzvetan 
Todorov, who defines the ‘grammar of narrat ive’ as one which 
progresses from equi lib rium to disequi lib rium, and back to equi-
lib rium.4 The grammar of narrat ive is virtu ally univer sal, but the 
dynam ics of what causes or consti tutes disequi lib rium, and how  
or even why equi lib rium is achieved, is not partic u larly univer sal. 

* The argu ments made in this chapter first appeared in a more extens ive form 
through out Sarah R. bin Tyeer’s work, The Qur’an and the Aesthetics of Premodern 
Arabic Prose (New York, Palgrave Macmillan, 2016). Permission to reuse the argu-
ments was kindly granted by Palgrave Macmillan.

lmorgan
Text Box
From: The Qur’an and Adab: The Shaping of Literary Traditions in Classical Islam, ed. Nuha Alshaar. Oxford: Oxford University Press in association with the Institute of Ismaili Studies, 2017.© Islamic Publications Ltd 2017     ISBN 978-0-19-878718-1     www.iis.ac.uk     www.oup.co.uk
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Adab’s distinct concern with the moral, with which Qur’an- inspired 
ethics are concerned, helps us under stand the intric a cies of 
narrat ive resol u tion and why such resol u tion ‘feels right’, the plot 
devices and the liter ary tech niques. In this respect, adab’s concern 
with the moral is trans lated in the liter ary work’s own sense of 
balance (mīzān) and equi lib rium (i�tidāl). In the system of adab, the 
aesthetic, moral and linguistic mech an isms contrib ute to the sense 
of order and equi lib rium, and hence meaning. Depending on the 
context, Stefan Sperl main tains that i�tidāl (equi lib rium) ‘may be 
rendered as harmony, symmetry or balance. Generally speak ing, it 
may be said that i�tidāl is the mani fest a tion in the phys ical sphere of 
�adl, or “justice”, in the abstract, spir itual sphere.’5 In this respect, 
what consti tutes narrat ive resol u tion is the work’s own sense of 
finding a mīzān, the restor a tion of i�tidāl; in some cases, this is also 
aptly termed poetic justice.

In this chapter, I will use ‘Qur’anic meth od o logy’, or to borrow 
Oleg Grabar’s words ‘the hermen eut ics of the Qur’an for the Arts’,6 
to estab lish qub� (ugli ness) as a concep tual liter ary, moral and 
aesthetic category informed by the Qur’an. This meth od o logy will 
be used to help us under stand how disequi lib rium in the narrat ive 
struc ture of �ikāyat Abī’l-Qāsim al-Baghdādī mani fests itself as 
ugli ness in the various guises of folly, profan ity or sheer debauch ery. 
This under tak ing should not be under stood as a moral istic reading 
of the tale or of liter at ure in general using Qur’anic para met ers. 
Rather, it should be viewed as an effort to consider what Roy 
Mottahedeh points to as the ‘moral vocab u lary’ present in pre- 
modern liter ary works that ‘explains its own mech an ics . . . and 
offers us a useful language for liter ary criti cism . . . [Such a vocab u-
lary] is used to describe the dynam ics of char ac ter and suggest a 
dynamic between reader and text.’7 Unfortunately, the univer sal 
themes of disorder, chaos or qub� found in �ikāyat Abī’l-Qāsim 
al-Baghdādī have been and are still often read in terms of the 
Bakhtinian carni valesque – that is, as acts aimed at subver sion of 
the recog nised powers that be (with respect to tradi tion, author ity, 
the state, reli gion, etc.).8 Perhaps this is because there is an erro neous 
percep tion that there is a lack of a useful vocab u lary for liter ary 
criti cism within the Arabic liter ary system and/or an attempt  
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to compar at ively read and group world liter at ure them at ic ally. 
Despite noble inten tions, this, more often than not, produces 
univer sal and unan im ous conclu sions that often divorce the liter a-
t ure under discus sion from the liter ary, linguistic, semi otic and 
cultural systems to which it belongs. In this chapter, I draw com -
par is ons between the Bakhtinian carni val meth od o logy and the 
Qur’anic meth od o logy that I develop here to show why a Bakhtinian 
reading of this �ikāya (and perhaps other similar liter ary works 
that are beyond the scope of this chapter) not only does a disser vice 
to the work and dimin ishes our liter ary appre ci ation of it, but also 
propag ates liter ary clichés and stereo types. My aim, there fore, is 
first to estab lish qub� as a concep tual liter ary, moral and aesthetic 
category informed by the Qur’an. I will then draw compar is ons 
between my reading of �ikāyat Abī’l-Qāsim al-Baghdādī based on 
Qur’anic meth od o logy and Bakhtinian read ings in order to argue 
that the Qur’an offers tools and vocab u lary useful for liter ary 
criti cism.

The Art of Nonsense: H. ikāyat Abı̄’l-Qāsim al-Baghdādı̄

According to Charles Pellat, ‘the noun �ikāya, start ing from the 
meaning of “imit a tion”, has come to mean . . . “tale, narrat ive, story, 
legend”’, and is addi tion ally used ‘to indic ate a textual copy as well 
as an account of the facts’.9 The �ikāya discussed here orbits around 
the prot ag on ist, Abū’l-Qāsim al-Baghdādī, who invites himself  
into a house and starts recit ing the Qur’an at a gath er ing to secure 
his welcome in the manner of a party- crasher (�ufaylī).10 Those 
assembled in the house urge him to loosen up and enjoy the 
drink ing and sexual rela tions, which is what he had secretly hoped 
and come for in the first place. What follows is a one- man show of 
debauch ery which mani fests itself on two levels – the level of action, 
evident in Abū’l-Qāsim’s drink ing and persist ent and indis crim-
in ate sexual advances towards women as well as men, and the verbal 
level, expressed in his relent less verbal abuse of the people around 
him. The �ikāya contin ues with Abū’l-Qāsim’s binge drink ing, 
until he even tu ally passes out and wakes up invok ing God and 
recit ing the Qur’an at the crack of dawn.
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The �ikāya is enclosed between two events of Qur’an recit a tion 
and invoc a tion – one at the begin ning and the other at the end;  
the events and language used in- between these two instances  
are marked with vulgar ity and obscen ity. The �ikāya thus situ ates 
its defin i tion of disequi lib rium (or lack of i�tidāl) between two 
mani fest a tions of what it repres ents as equi lib rium (i�tidāl). What 
then is the func tion of the Qur’an in a work that is categor ised as 
belong ing to the liter ary genre of nonsense, vulgar ity, obscen ity 
and/or folly (sukhf)? What is sukhf? How does the Qur’an define 
and eval u ate nonsense, and where does it belong in the Qur’anic 
matrix of the concep tual meaning of �usn (beauty) and qub� 
(ugli ness)?

The Qur’an’s Portrayal of qubh. : A Moral and 
Aesthetic Concept

The Qur’an mentions a deriv at ive of the root ‘ugly’ (q- b-�) once in 
Q. 28:42, We made Our rejec tion pursue them in this world, and on 
the Day of Resurrection they will be among the maqbū�īn.11 It is 
made in refer ence to Pharaoh, his cohorts and an entire class of 
indi vidu als who will be punished in the here after. In some English 
trans la tions of the Qur’an, the Arabic passive form maqbū� (ugli-
fied) is trans lated as ‘despised’ or ‘rejec ted’, and in some trans la-
tions ‘hideous’.12 If the Qur’anic premise is the situ at ing of the 
maqbū�īn in the geograph ical space of hell, it then becomes a 
logical neces sity to construct an analysis of qub� (ugli ness) around 
hell, which, as the Qur’an main tains, is a site of rejec tion and exclu-
sion.13 Hell, then, becomes not only asso ci ated with ugli ness (qub�), 
as the verse affirms, but it is also under stand ably perceived as  
the anti thesis of heaven, the latter being the proto type of beauty 
(�usn). Extrapolating further, the punish ment in hell, hell fire, is 
the tangible essence of the abstract qub�; the Qur’an describes 
the inhab it ants of hell as maqbū�īn, thereby clas si fy ing them as 
‘rejec ted’ and also impos ing on them the state of qub� by virtue of 
their place (being outside of God’s mercy), their immor al ity (their 
excesses and trans gres sions) and the punish ment they will suffer in 
the next world (hell fire).
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In the Qur’an, there fore, qub� is both a moral and an aesthetic 
concept. The aesthetic dimen sion of qub� is not expli cit within 
Q. 28:42, but can be inferred from the place of refer ence, hell. In the 
verse, some aspect of hell (hell fire) appears to produce punit ive 
aesthetic consequences (disfig ure ment) because of some moral 
failure. Such aesthetic consequences of punish ment are extens ively 
demon strated through out the Qur’an, such as in Q. 18:29, If they call 
for relief, they will be relieved with water like molten metal, scald ing 
their faces, and Q. 10:27, as though their faces were covered with veils 
cut from the dark ness of the night. These are the inmates of the Fire, to 
mention a few examples. This infer ence of the rela tion ship between 
the aesthetic and the moral is also seen in the lexical entries of  
the word ‘qub�’. Arabic lexicons, start ing with the pion eer ing 
Kitāb al-�Ayn by al-Khalīl b. A�mad al-Farāhīdī (d. c. 175/791),14 
progress ing through to Lisān al-�arab by Ibn Man�ūr (d. 711/1311)15 
and ending with Mu�ī� al-mu�ī� by Bu�rus al-Bustānī (d. 1300/1883),16 
not only show consist ency in defin ing the term as an antonym to 
beauty and high light ing its inter re lated aesthetic and moral quality, 
but they also refer to Q. 28:42 and the situ at ing of the maqbū�īn in 
hell.17 Thus, in this chapter, I am not concerned with examin ing 
solely moral badness/sin (sayyi
a; root: s-ū-
) in the Qur’an and 
Arabic liter at ure, but am inter ested in how this moral badness/sin 
mani fests itself on the liter ary and aesthetic planes, and its rela tion-
ship to adab. To build a semantic invest ig a tion based only on the 
linguistic Qur’anic prescrip tions of sin in order to trace the occur-
rences of the bad deed as an antonym of the good/beau ti ful deed 
(�asana) would restrict the discus sion to the moral only, and would 
exclude the aesthetic compon ent of the word ‘qub�’.

The correl a tion between the aesthetic and the moral is not only 
seen in the Qur’anic defin i tion of qub� and/or �usn, or in the 
response of the lexical entries to the term in the Qur’an. This rela-
tion ship extends to the defin i tion/func tion of ‘liter at ure’ in the  
pre modern period, where the liter ary and the moral converge. 
According to Geert Jan van Gelder:

The equi val ent of ‘liter at ure’ in the modern variety of Classical 
Arabic (often called Modern Standard Arabic) is adab. There are 
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some contexts in the ‘clas sical’ period where ‘liter at ure’ may be 
the best render ing, e.g. when the great histor ian Ibn Khaldūn  
(d. 1406), in his Introduction, discusses �ilm al- adab, trans lated 
by Franz Rosenthal as ‘the science of liter at ure’. However, the 
word adab includes usually far more, and some times less, than 
what we normally under stand by ‘liter at ure’. It may mean ‘good 
manners or good breed ing’, ‘polite ness’, ‘erudi tion’, ‘know ledge 
needed for a specific purpose or profes sion’, or ‘reper toire of 
belletristic texts needed for polite conver sa tion’. On the other 
hand, it would not normally refer to reli gious texts such as the 
Koran or the extens ive body of so- called Tradition liter at ure, on 
the sayings and acts of the Prophet Muhammad (d. 632), texts 
that cannot be omitted from discus sions on the liter ary canon.18

It is import ant to note the Qur’an’s cent ral ity in a discus sion on 
the aesthet ics of adab. The Qur’an’s locus of ‘beau ti ful’ speech and 
language, as part of abstract beauty, is para dise. The Qur’an describes 
this speech as ‘peace ful’. In other words, this is a kind of speech that 
is devoid of dishar mony, disorder, confu sion or any concep tual 
antonym of peace. The Qur’an main tains that the inhab it ants of 
para dise are protec ted from all forms of deformed speech,19 as seen 
in the follow ing examples: There they will hear only peace ful talk, 
nothing bad (Q. 19:62); They pass around a cup which does not lead to 
any idle talk or sin (Q. 52:23); They will hear no idle or sinful talk 
there, only clean and whole some speech (Q. 56:25–6); There they will 
hear no vain or lying talk (Q. 78:35). The Qur’an’s exclu sion of these 
negat ive forms of speech and language from para dise ulti mately 
signals that these adjectival categor ies – ‘idle’, ‘sinful’, ‘nonsensical’, 
‘unclean’, ‘unwhole some’, ‘vain’ and ‘untruth ful’ – are to be asso ci-
ated with things that are aesthet ic ally lacking and immoral. The 
Qur’an also defines beau ti ful speech self- refer en tially. The Qur’an 
refers to itself as the best explan a tion (a�sana tafsīra), which is 
discussed in the context of the argu ments in Q. 25:33, They cannot 
put any argu ment to you without Our bring ing you the truth and  
the best explan a tion; the super lat ive beauty here is a refer ence to 
the intel lec tual qual it ies of reas on ing proper. As David Damrosch 
argues, ‘The Qur’an equates under stand ing with belief, demand ing 
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much more than the modern reader’s “willing suspen sion of dis -
belief”.’20 The Qur’an also refers to itself, in terms of both content 
and style, as the most beau ti ful/excel lent speech (a�sana’l-�adīthi),21 
as seen in Q. 39:23, for example, God has sent down the most beau-
ti ful of all teach ings: a Scripture that is consist ent and draws compar-
is ons; that causes the skins of those in awe of their Lord to shiver. Both 
refer ences valid ate the two qual it ies that make it super lat ive in 
beauty – a�san – through two import ant factors, which the Qur’an 
also reflex ively speaks about regard ing its discourse: truth (Q. 3:3, 
Q. 17:105, Q. 35:31, Q. 38:84, Q. 39:2) and clarity (Q. 12:2, Q. 43:3). 
Beauty, as a category, subsumes rational and aesthetic qual it ies. This 
is reflec ted in the studies of the styl ist ics of the Qur’an, which pre- 
modern rhet or icians, exegetes, gram mari ans, and even modern and 
contem por ary Arab poets and schol ars have meth od ic ally discussed 
in tandem with its inim it ab il ity, which is at the heart of what consti-
tutes its super lat ive beauty.22

The gram mat ical struc ture of the afore men tioned verses of the 
Qur’an on the nature of speech in para dise situ ates the inhab it ants 
of para dise as people who would not hear any form of linguistic 
ugli ness (qub�). It is under stand able that the inhab it ants of para-
dise would not indulge in qub� because neither the place nor their 
own moral char ac ter, which is char ac ter ised by beauty, a priori, 
would deem it plaus ible. In the world, though, however much a 
person might shield him/herself from qub� and refrain from 
resort ing to its use, he/she will still be subjec ted to these struc tures 
of speech that are essen tially part of the compos i tion of the world 
and ubiquit ous in the envir on ment. This not only indic ates a certain 
vulner ab il ity towards these forms of aural qub�, but also the inev it-
ab il ity of not being able to escape these struc tures of speech because 
of their univer sal ity and common ness. In other words, the Qur’an 
acknow ledges the impossib il ity of being able to remain untouched 
by what is considered qabī� or ‘ugly speech’, in the Qur’anic 
defin i tion, as long as one is inter act ing in the world.

As we extra pol ated from Q. 19:62, Q. 52:23, Q. 56:25–6 and  
Q. 78:35 above, the forms and struc tures of speech that are 
considered inher ently qabī� by virtue of their exclu sion (ib�ād) 
from the para disi acal space are those that involve ‘lying’ (kadhib), 
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‘nonsense’ (laghw) and ‘sinful actions’ (ta
thīm). According to the 
various explan a tions given by the Egyptian gram marian Abū Ja�far 
A�mad b. Mu�ammad al-Na��ās (d. 338/950) in I�rāb al-Qur
ān, 
laghw ‘diverts one from good actions and tempts one into evil’ (mā 
ya�uddu �an al- khayri wa yad�ū ilā’l- sharr).23 Verbally, Na��ās 
main tains that laghw in speech is ‘mean ing less, not plaus ible, 
vacuous’ (mā lā yufīd ma�nā);24 in Q. 56:25 and Q. 78:35, this is 
‘untrue, sinful and/or mean ing less talk’ (al- bā�il wa- mā tu
tham 
fīhi wa- mā lā ma�nā lahu);25 in Q. 23:3 and Q. 25:72, it is what 
‘should never have been said’ (mā yajib an yulghā).26 He further 
states that laghw is also that in which ‘reality is obscured and is 
mean ing less’ (mā lā yu�raf lahu �aqīqa wa-lā yu�a��al ma�nāhu).27 
It is also what is ‘not in keeping with decorum or good taste’ (mā lā 
yajmul) in speech (qawl) or beha viour (fi�l).28 In the defin i tions of 
laghw offered, it appears that they encom pass both lying and sinful 
actions; laghw becomes an all- embra cing term that includes all 
forms of speech excluded from para dise. Sukhf, depend ent on 
mean ing less ness and some times debauch ery, is subsumed under 
laghw; thus, it could only find its register in the aesthet ics of hell.

Qubh. : A Literary Device Shaping Narrative Structure

Azdī’s use of qub� as a liter ary device in �ikāyat Abī’l-Qāsim 
al-Baghdādī serves to high light the destruct ive versat il ity of the 
prin cipal char ac ter and his aban don ment of reason. Qub� – in 
the service of anti- reason and folly (sukhf) – is employed in the 
�ikāya as a liter ary device to amal gam ate differ ent liter ary types/
perso nas in the persona of the prot ag on ist, Abū’l-Qāsim, and thereby 
contrib ute to the shaping of the �ikāya’s narrat ive form. Abū’l-Qāsim 
is described by Azdī in the preface as being a micro cosm reflect ing 
all types of social beha viours, and hence repres ent ing the varying 
levels of moral ity (akhlāq), of fifth/elev enth- century Baghdadis.29 
Azdī’s refer ence to the ‘morals’ of Baghdadis is simply a situ at ing of 
the work within the defin i tion of adab as the conflu ence of the 
liter ary on the one hand and the moral on the other, on both indi-
vidual and social beha viour. Abū’l-Qāsim, being a micro cos mic 
imit a tion (�ākiya) of several types, is an exag ger a tion of the types 
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Azdī intends to depict: the party- crasher (�ufaylī), the person who 
spouts anti-Persian senti ments in response to anti-Arab sentiments 
(shu�ūbiyya) and the libertine (mājin). These types refer to liter ary 
genres, not just social types/perso nas, and they have found their way 
into the corpus of adab.

The struc ture of the �ikāya as well as the inclu sion of several 
liter ary types and differ ent topics bespeak a continu ous inco her-
ence, even chaos, that could only be provided through an overall 
sukhf. As Sinan Antoon writes, ‘sukhf relies on the delib er ate confu-
sion and confla tion of modes and registers to such an extent that 
categor iz a tion itself is jammed’.30 This chaos is percept ible in the 
struc ture of the �ikāya, which altern at ively appro pri ates prose, 
poetry and anec dotes in a liter ary collage motiv ated by the sukhf 
of the prot ag on ist.31 Both beha vi oural and linguistic actions cease 
to conform to estab lished defin i tions of order, harmony, rules of 
meaning, and, hence, beauty. In the �ikāya, this is observed in the 
beha viour of the prot ag on ist, which is facil it ated by the liter ary 
compos i tion itself.

Sukhf is a trans gres sion against perceiv able logical rules. Lisān 
al-�arab main tains that sukhf is ‘shal low ness in the intel lect’ (riqqat 
al-�aql).32 In this respect, it is contras ted with the rational faculty, 
reason. Van Gelder main tains that sukhf as a genre is ‘fool ish ness; 
obscen ity or nonsensical poetry’.33 His clas si fic a tion is in accord-
ance with both the lexical etymo lo gies and the histor ical devel op-
ment of sukhf as a genre. While obscen ity is not always consist ently 
trace able in anec dotes relat ing to sukhf,34 James Montgomery notes 
that the inclu sion of obscen ity in the genre of sukhf began with 
the Būyids, al-�ā�ib b. �Abbād (d. 385/995) and �usayn b. A�mad 
Ibn al-�ajjāj (d. 391/1001); during this period, obscen ity was in 
vogue.35

In the �ikāya, the fixed setting of the house in which the party 
takes place and the unchan ging char ac ters as comprised by the 
other guests do not allow ample room for the orderly repres ent a tion 
of the three observed liter ary types/perso nas – the �ufaylī, the anti-
shu�ūbiyya speaker and the mājin. It is only through illo gical sukhf, 
in the char ac ter of Abū’l-Qāsim, that it becomes possible to shift 
and merge these types, topics and even liter ary genres. It stands to 
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reason that adopt ing laghw, which is a chief char ac ter istic of this 
�ikāya, as a class of speech, allows Azdī the versat il ity to move 
between types, genres and registers of speech without having these 
appear contrived or arti fi cial.

The �ufaylī/non-�ufaylī

The social beha viour trait portrayed by Azdī, which is also exem-
plified as a liter ary type in its own right, is the �ufaylī type.36 The 
figure of the �ufaylī received considerable attention in premodern 
Arabic adab. In his book, al-Ta�fīl, A�mad b. �Alī al-Kha�īb 
al-Baghdādī (d. 463/1071) lays out the unspoken rules followed by 
�ufaylīs, who cultiv ated the art of party- crash ing by estab lish ing a 
code amongst them selves. The beha viour of Abū’l-Qāsim devi ates 
from this code. According to al-Kha�īb al-Baghdādī, �ufaylīs take 
the trouble to make them selves like able to their hosts and this 
usually involved them utter ing words of praise (madī�) to the host, 
as well as charm ing and refined (arf) witti cisms. Abū’l-Qāsim’s 
atti tude is quite the oppos ite; he neither praises the host, or the 
guests, nor presents himself as charm ing and refined (arīf). His 
entrance is marked by a recit a tion from the Qur’an, which is not 
unusual in the case of party- crash ers;37 in this case, it is praise to 
God. The act of giving praise to God in the form of the recit a tion  
of the Qur’an places the indi vidual perform ing it, in this case, 
Abū’l-Qāsim, in the semantic and beha vi oural matrix of para dise: 
beau ti ful actions and speech being the equi val ent of order and 
beauty (�usn) – narrat ive equi lib rium. The recit a tion of the Qur’an 
func tions as a continual stream from the other world to this world – 
‘a piece of para dise is present’.38 Contrary to what Shmuel Moreh 
argues, the aim of such juxta pos i tion of beauty against ugli ness 
(�usn/qub�) is not to create blatant mockery or flip pancy.39 It has 
been estab lished that Azdī’s aim from the begin ning is to carve a 
niche for his work within the corpus of adab. Given the craze for 
liter ary vulgar ity and obscen ity that was in vogue at the time, it 
becomes quite diffi cult for the author of the �ikāya to engage with 
qub� without also enga ging with �usn as the anti thesis of the qub� 
that he is portray ing in his work. The para dox ical aim is to produce 
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a liter ary work of impec cable qub� and for it to be recog nised as 
such; this task, though oxymor onic in its descrip tion, requires a 
chiaroscuro effect, where both concepts become highly conspicu ous 
through their strong contrast of each other. Therefore, to read the 
work within the limited para met ers of the Bakhtinian carni-
valesque does a disser vice to the work. Most import antly, the work 
never chal lenged the defin i tions of �usn and qub�. It never inver ted 
these defin i tions, as is often the case in carni val mockery, as shall 
be further explained in due course. The �ikāya presen ted both 
concepts of qub� and �usn as they are. So, as mentioned above, 
Abū’l-Qāsim breaks the first rule of ta�fīl (the expec ted beha viour 
of the �ufaylī), namely by abandon ing arf. In further contra ven tion 
of the �ufaylī code, he does not wait for the food to be served but 
rather demands food when he pleases and enumer ates the types of 
food he wishes to eat. Abū’l-Qāsim’s requests are not just confined 
to food; he asks for clothes, horses, and men and women for his 
own sexual pleas ure.40 Within this context, Abū’l-Qāsim’s repre-
sent a tion of the �ufaylī type is akin to what may be described as 
‘Doppelbödigkeit’.41 He simul tan eously embod ies two concrete real-
it ies, with one cancel ling out the other. In this case, he is, para dox-
ic ally, both a �ufaylī and an obnox ious guest, but his offens ive ness 
cancels out his typo logy as a �ufaylī; his atti tude does not match the 
code of ta�fīl.42

Abū’l-Qāsim possesses an impress ive arsenal of linguistic skills 
and know ledge, qual it ies seen in some �ufaylīs, since the activ ity of 
ta�fīl required them to be, at least, socially pleas ing. However, he 
uses his linguistic skills in a way that makes him unwel come in the 
house. Although the �ufaylī ought to refrain from speak ing as much 
as possible to be able to consume copious amounts of food, this 
appears to be some thing Abū’l-Qāsim finds quite chal len ging. 
Unlike �ufaylīs, Abū’l-Qāsim is not satis fied by food but rather by 
incess ant and relent less talk. He starts insult ing the assembled 
guests one by one. The plot’s strategy here is multi- layered. Abū’l-
Qāsim trans gresses against both beauty and meaning proper 
through enga ging in qub� as he insults the guests (he engages in 
laghw); he also trans gresses against reason proper (�aql) mani fest in 
the logic of ta�fīl, that is, he goes against all reas on able codes of 



Sarah R. bin Tyeer

284

ta�fīl by insult ing and ridicul ing the people in the house. He estab-
lishes himself as a �ufaylī initially but becomes ridicu lous (sakhīf) 
through abandon ing both decorum and reason proper (�aql) and 
the codes of party- crash ing (the �aql of ta�fīl). The author’s delib-
er ate tech nique, of course, should be read within the context of the 
reac tions that Abū’l-Qāsim may invite, which induce more disequi-
lib rium or lack of i�tidāl in the �ikāya. This could be read as the 
escal a tion of the degree of sukhf itself, to invite more qub�, justi fied 
in the narrat ive by gener ous imbib ing.

Abū’l-Qāsim’s insults gradu ally take the form of remarks on the 
quality of his company’s clothes and life style. He then ventures to 
list what he deems as the stand ards of fashion and impec cable 
groom ing and le bon vivre (as related to perfume, food and drink, 
houses and furniture). He lists these categor ies and compares what 
he sees around him in this house in Isfahan to what he is used to in 
Baghdad.43

The anti-shu�ūbī/shu�ūbī

The categor ies of compar ison mentioned by Abū’l-Qāsim encom-
pass aspects of the mater ial culture of medi eval Arab-Islamic civil-
isa tion that ‘mirrored the territ orial expan sion of the Islamic 
empire’ in their diversity and rich ness.44 The criteria of compar ison 
raises several ques tions. Abū’l-Qāsim, while in Isfahan, main tains 
that the Arabs, Baghdadis in partic u lar, excelled in perfect ing these 
aspects of mater ial culture, while the Persians did not. Could this 
be construed as anti-shu�ūbī propa ganda?

While shu�ūbī propa ganda prevailed for part of the tumul tu ous 
Abbasid reign (132–656/750–1258), the move ment had subsided by 
the fifth/eleventh century.45 Shu�ūbiyya is mainly defined by its 
ideo  logical and social agenda as an anti-Arab move ment led by the 
Persians during the Abbasid reign. It aimed at dispar aging the Arab 
liter ary, cultural and histor ical herit age in favour of Persian cultural 
values. However, shu�ūbiyya, as most histor i ans attest, is much 
wider in its intric a cies than the waging of mere liter ary war between 
the Arabs and Persians; it involved sectari an ism, and several civil 
and regional conflicts.46 Shu�ūbiyya is a theme trace able in many an 
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adab work;47 it would not be unusual then to look for a vestige of 
this discourse, however faint, in Azdī’s �ikāya. The author’s choice 
of Baghdad and Isfahan as well as the categor ies of compar ison and 
registers of language deploy the spirit of shu�ūbiyya discourse for 
the progres sion of the narrat ive. Azdī’s �ikāya was composed 
during the Būyid period (334–440/945–1048), which was renowned 
for its toler ance and human ism; the empire ‘exten ded patron age to 
all with talent, creat ing an eclectic and dynamic cultural milieu’.48 
However, the Būyid’s ‘adopted imper ial Iranian titu lature and 
insignia and promoted some Persian cultural tradi tions’.49 Thus, the 
seem ingly jocular anti-Persian senti ments conveyed in the work of 
Azdī may be a remnant of an anti-shu�ūbī discourse, or they may 
reflect a certain nostal gia for the lost power of the Abbasid golden 
age, now that the polit ical power had shifted to the Būyids who 
seemed to be advoc at ing the Persian culture as part of their policy. 
Whatever the case, these senti ments could only be read within the 
liter ary tech nique of Azdī as a justi fic a tion for construct ing an 
entity for the purposes of hijā� (invect ive poetry), the most serious 
mode devoted to verbal assaults and profan it ies in Arabic poetry, 
with a histor ical pretext.

Abū’l-Qāsim’s anti-shu�ūbiyya takes the form of a prolonged 
diatribe construc ted in the manner of a compar ison between the 
cities of Baghdad and Isfahan. It uses the afore men tioned categor ies 
of ‘mater ial realia’, with Baghdad being the favoured entity in this 
compar ison until the end, when suddenly Abū’l-Qāsim changes 
tack and favours Isfahan.50 The section prais ing the beauty of 
Baghdad’s singing- girls (qiyān) takes upon itself several categor ies 
of assess ment related to their hair, physique, face, skin colour, 
conver sa tion skills and gait.51 This is all, of course, in keeping with 
the tradi tion of the ghazal (love poem). However, when Abū’l-
Qāsim shifts to describ ing the singing- girls of Isfahan, the assess-
ment criteria and register shift to images of monstrously hyper bol ical 
body parts, almost non- exist ent hygienic prac tices, the elim in at ory 
func tions of the body, or meta phors that conjoin the physiques of 
these women with animal images.52 Abū’l-Qāsim features their 
ugli ness, from his perspect ive, in a language depend ent on laghw. 
The hijā
-like insults to the singing- girls of Isfahan range from the 
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mildly deprec at ing, for example, of their not fitting the culture’s nor 
the age’s norm of stand ard phys ical beauty,53 to the highly offens ive 
that capit al ises on the idea of their indec or ous ‘back stage’ life (i.e. 
eliminatory functions of the body). In his seminal work, The 
Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, Erving Goffman uses the 
imagery of a theatre to describe the intric a cies of social inter actions 
and people’s conduct. The actions and registers described by  
Abū’l-Qāsim in an attempt to uglify the women of Isfahan belong  
to what Goffman describes as the ‘back stage’ because it is unfit  
to be part of what is publicly presen ted. Like the back stage work  
of the theatre, all audi ences are aware of these actions’ exist ence  
but do not often perceive them as certainly real because they never 
get a chance to see them, and, more import antly, prefer not to  
see them.54

This unpresent able matrix of life feeds into the category of  
all that is indec or ous, nonsensical and not in ‘good taste’ (mā lā 
yajmul) of speech and/or beha viour – a category of laghw. This 
category under stands its own unar tic u lated qub� and embar rass-
ment; its hard- to-measure repuls ive ness in turn arouses intense 
feel ings that corres pond to its nature, thereby asso ci at ing this 
partic u lar qub� with qub� proper (the grand narrat ive of qub�), 
because it trans gresses the bound ar ies of its own place ment as a 
hidden aspect of life. Metaphors that aim to describe unpleas ant 
beha viour and/or unat tract ive phys ical features often resort to the 
‘back stage’ register to express the unseemly nature of the entity 
depic ted. In other words, the subject of the meta phor is portrayed 
as some thing that should be neither seen nor heard. This is adduced 
by the highly ridicu lous (sakhīf), distor ted and unreal ist ic ally 
disfigured descrip tions of the women of Isfahan in the rest of the 
�ikāya. Most of these meta phors utilise sexu ally charged registers; 
however, far from aiming to solicit or deliver any remotely erotic 
hypo theses, they play on trans gress ing the estab lished human 
aesthetic form through laghw. The Qur’an concep tu ally juxta poses 
the human form/physique with the concept of beauty: the human 
form is regarded as beau ti ful through the use of the verb ‘to perfect 
and beau tify’ as a synonym for ‘to shape’ in Q. 40:64, He shaped 
you, formed you well (wa �awwarakum fa- a�sana �uwarakum). It 
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also describes the human form as possess ing the best/most beau-
ti ful struc ture for human func tions and activ it ies in Q. 95:4, We 
created man in the finest state (a�san taqwīm). The meta phor ical 
deform a tion of the body trans gresses the bound ar ies of reason 
through its sukhf. By creat ing a liter ary hell through linguistic 
distor tion, a mirror ing of the aesthet ics of hell is achieved through 
the aesthet ics of corpor eal disfig ure ment. Its aim is to morally 
humi li ate, as is the case with the punish ments of hell.

The intro duc tion of Persian enter tain ers as a category in the 
�ikāya could then be read as a justi fic a tion to include a class of 
people at whom Abū’l-Qāsim can direct his insults. The enter tain-
ment value of this choice is obvious. Hijā
 offers amuse ment to 
every one except the victim of the verbal assault.55 The repres en ted 
inferi or ity of the entity of hijā
 is directly linked to the unseen 
aspects of life. The scato lo gical and sexual aspects and the respect ive 
linguistic registers of these meta phors are commu nic ated as unseen 
because of their inap pro pri ate ness. In this respect, the Persian 
enter tain ers are repres en ted as being as ugly as the register of these 
meta phors. After expli citly derid ing the Persians for their lack of 
grace and beauty, Abū’l-Qāsim then shifts the categor ies of compar-
ison to enter tain ment in the form of male and female enter tain ers.56 
This shift enables the intro duc tion of another type: the libertine 
(al- mājin). As a mājin, Abū’l-Qāsim not only flirts with both a 
Persian woman and a young man after his diatribe, but also recants 
and praises Isfahan instead at the end, and, in turn, insults Baghdad. 
This again points to the idea of the repres ent a tion of full but also 
empty types in keeping with the notion of Doppelbödigkeit, which 
is facil it ated by sukhf.

The mājin/�arīf

After Abū’l-Qāsim compares Baghdadi female enter tain ers with 
their Isfahani coun ter parts, he is promp ted to speak more about 
them to one of the men in the assembly.57 The man’s impa tience to 
listen to a sample of the charm ing, witty anec dotes (nawādir) of 
the female enter tain ers (mughan niyāt mājināt), as being told by 
Abū’l-Qāsim, obliges the latter to shape- shift into yet another type: 



Sarah R. bin Tyeer

288

a refined, charm ing man (arīf); his recount ing of the anec dotes 
them selves qual i fies him to play the enter tain ing and pleas ant 
type.58 However, Abū’l-Qāsim does not qualify as the arīf because 
of his subsequent engage ment with mujūn.

There are two dimen sions to mujūn as exem pli fied in the 
�ikāya, which are in keeping with the defin i tions of mujūn itself. 
The �anbalī theo lo gian Ibn al-Jawzī (d. 597/1201) defines mujūn 
and arf almost synonym ously as a way with words and double- 
entendres; he main tains that it ‘takes away the original meaning  
of the words and clothes it in a differ ent connota tion’ (�arf al- laf 
�an �aqīqatihi ilā ma�nā ākhar), and he calls it ‘an indic a tion of 
strong intel li gence’ (wa dhālik yadull �alā quwwat al- fi�na).59 The 
other side of mujūn can be seen in the defin i tions of the philo lo gist 
Abū Hilāl al-�Askarī (d. after 395/1005), who astutely observes  
the rela tion ship between humour and mujūn but differ en ti ates 
between them. He defines mujūn succinctly as auda cious ness 
(�alābat al- wajh) and shame less ness (qillat al-�ayā
).60 Though 
cultur ally linked to humour, as noted by �Askarī’s inclu sion of the 
word in his chapter on humour- related terms, it is not conflated 
with them. Yet, it would not be surpris ing to see mujūn and jesting 
(hazl or mizā�) together in the same context.

Azdī shows conscious ness of the nuances in the defin i tions of 
mujūn and util ises them both in his work. He intro duces the 
mājin by having Abū’l-Qāsim mention the type itself to his audi-
ence in his descrip tion of the female enter tain ers of Baghdad. 
Abū’l-Qāsim’s own under stand ing and defin i tion of mujūn 
becomes clear through the anec dotes he narrates. The arf becomes 
a by- product of his recount ing of the anec dotes. The anec dotes are 
some times true to the defin i tion of arf in terms of their charm and 
some times they remain close to mujūn in terms of their shame less-
ness and auda cious ness. This intro duc tion of the term ‘mujūn’ and 
the stories within the context of the �ikāya itself show that Azdī is 
aware that there is a distinc tion between mujūn and sukhf, and that 
within mujūn itself there are nuances which lean on one side to arf 
and on the other to sukhf in its shamelessness, as seen in the anec-
dotes related by Abū’l-Qāsim and also in Ibn al-Jawzī’s Akhbār 
al-irāf wa’l- mutamājinīn. It also shows that Azdī’s attempt to 
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present these nuances of mujūn captures the arf quality as an out- 
of-character instance for Abū’l-Qāsim but contin ues to repres ent 
his mujūn as auda cious ness and shame less ness, as befit ting the 
overall atmo s phere of the �ikāya. In this respect, the intro duc tion 
of arf and mujūn can also be seen as cancel ling each other out in 
the same way that the other types cancelled each other out.

Azdī depicts Abū’l-Qāsim’s mujūn as debauch ery, visible through 
his indis crim in ate lusting after men and women.61 It becomes clear 
how the �ikāya achieves its climax after Abū’l-Qāsim’s chaotic 
sexual advances act as a prelude to his tirade – after a young  
man insults him. These failed sexual advances, that high light his 
mujūn, provide a dramatic exit cue to his char ac ter. Joseph Horovitz 
reads the tirade as a case of collat eral damage due to excess ive 
drunk en ness, and main tains ‘[w]hen the wine goes to his head he 
becomes impor tunate and vulgar, till finally, being forced to drink 
still more deeply, he falls asleep’.62 It is clear from the begin ning 
that Abū’l-Qāsim does not need the wine for his excess ive vulgar ity. 
Rather, the wine is employed by the author as a liter ary proxy  
for the unres trained, ugly beha viour (qub�), exem pli fied by Abū’l-
Qāsim’s auda cious and foolish acts. Wine, an impur ity (najāsa),63 
becomes a metonym of qub�, as it invokes trans gres sions and, 
by exten sion, the semi osis of hell. Abū’l-Qāsim’s universe of anti- 
reason is invoked through an item (wine) that facil it ates sukhf. 
The abstract moral concept of impur ity invokes qub� and finds 
aesthetic artic u la tion in the effects of its consump tion. This is 
evident in the manner in which the author employs wine consump-
tion, which becomes directly propor tional to the sukhf of Abū’l-
Qāsim through out the �ikāya. Azdī gradu ally makes Abū’l-Qāsim 
an unwanted guest through his beha viour and verbal assaults in 
order to achieve closure for the �ikāya. However, the paradox here 
lies in the fact that although Abū’l-Qāsim is indeed an unwanted 
guest, he is not met with straight for ward hostil ity and he is not 
kicked out of the house; instead, he is met with exag ger ated 
hospital ity and is given wine to drink as a ploy, to sedate him and 
relieve the guests of his biting tongue.64 It is obvious that even 
hospit al ity in the �ikāya is subject to anti- reason meas ures and 
takes the form of sukhf.
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The diction (language) of qub�

I have thus far explained how qub� – mani fest in sukhf (nonsense) 
– is used as a liter ary device to merge genres, several char ac ters 
within the micro cos mic persona of Abū’l-Qāsim, and unre lated 
topics in the �ikāya. The struc ture of the work itself depends on 
nonsensical organ isa tion. In a similar manner, the author’s use  
of diction bespeaks a needed harmony between the delib er ately 
chaotic narrat ive struc ture that invokes disorder of content and the 
verbal qub� that matches the dishar mony on the level of language 
itself. But from where does this ugly (qabī�) speech derive its 
register?

In the preface, the author describes Abū’l-Qāsim’s speech as 
eloquent (mustaf�a�a) at times and scan dal ous (mustaf�a�a) at 
others.65 Azdī describes Abū’l-Qāsim as a ‘foolish and obscene old 
man’ (shaykh sakhīf)66 who comes up with ‘amusing folly and 
obscen ity’ (sukhf malī�).67 Sukhf – a conscious aspect of disorder 
and qub� – is evident in Abū’l-Qāsim’s own char ac ter isa tion, as 
the author intro duces this char ac ter as someone who is foolish and 
lacking in reason, and thereby asso ci ated with qub�. In this respect, 
it is clear how the author brings disequi lib rium to the tale through 
sukhf by enga ging with lack of reason – a category of qub� – that 
finds its register in the semi ot ics of hell. The engage ment with qub� 
is conveyed through the diction’s direct employ ment of the register 
of hell. The author’s intro duct ory poem describ ing Abū’l-Qāsim at 
the begin ning of the �ikāya emphas ises this concep tual link:

An old man burned in hell before dying
gener ous and giving where trans gres sions are.
A scholar, a theo lo gian: profound and reflect ive.
An imam of deprav ity or a sent messen ger!
If you reproached him – and he must be reproached! –
and hoped that the foolish old man would repent,
you would realise that you are talking to an idiot old man,
like a donkey: dim- witted.
He is called to abandon sin,
so he seeks refuge in God from guid ance!68
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The descrip tion of Abū’l-Qāsim as someone who has been burned 
in hell before actu ally dying is worthy of exam in a tion. Abū’l-
Qāsim’s lack of reason is high lighted through his descrip tion: he  
is ‘foolish’ (sakhīf), ‘an idiot’ (ablah), ‘like a donkey’ (mithl al-�imār) 
and ‘dim- witted’ (mughaff al). These unreas on able traits are all 
expres sions of qub� and are thus asso ci ated with hell. The featur ing 
of hell in the first line is a reflec tion of the concep tual register of 
these clas si fic a tions, there fore a cause of disequi lib rium as previ-
ously mentioned in the discus sion of the �ikāya. The use of the 
Islamic title ‘imam’ serves to quantify the degree of the pro tagonist’s 
folly, since it is a title indic at ive of one’s quan ti fi able learned ness in 
the sciences of Islam, and thereby one’s vast know ledge and wisdom. 
In this respect, the honor ific serves to repres ent the ulti mate status 
of folly for Abū’l-Qāsim by quan ti fy ing some thing that has no limit 
(folly) through a title that is eval u at ive of reason. This does not 
become an inver sion of the title itself, à la carni valesque. It is a 
portrayal of the magnitude of his folly through a quan ti fy ing title 
(e.g. king of folly, head of folly, etc.). The poem then lists the reasons 
that qualify him for this asso ci ation with hell fire as lines 2 and 4 
main tain. From line 5 onwards, the beha viour of Abū’l-Qāsim is 
ulti mately correl ated with lack of reason. In the �ikāya, the only 
explan a tion that frames the choices of Abū’l-Qāsim’s beha viour is 
his sukhf. This rein forces the afore men tioned categor ical asso ci-
ation of qub� with lack of reason. The closing line of the poem 
pithily proves his folly. His reac tion to reproach ful words encour-
aging him to mend his ways is to seek refuge in God. The author 
here high lights the complete aban don ment of reason in Abū’l-
Qāsim’s equat ing advice with situ ations/things that one ought to 
seek refuge in God from. His misplaced reac tion is one that is 
devoid of reason and high lights an incor ri gible folly. Abū’l-Qāsim’s 
actions are there fore not portrayed as contemp tu ous or mocking, 
but rather as destruct ive fool ish ness.

This destruct ive folly is adduced through out the �ikāya and most 
vividly in Abū’l-Qāsim’s own angry outburst at the end. After 
insult ing every one, he describes himself using the register of hell 
and all aesthetic correl a tions and moral beha viour asso ci ated with 
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the matrix of hell itself to induce extreme aesthetic and moral qub� 
and repuls ive ness:

You dog! . . . Look at me with your eyes and listen to me with  
your ears! Do not move your hands or shoulders! Just you  
wait! My friends are more numer ous than the wicker of Basra;  
the moun tain oaks; and the mustard seeds of Egypt. They are 
more numer ous than the lentils of the Levant; the pebbles of the 
Arabian Peninsula; and the thorns of the Qā�ūl. They are more 
numer ous than the wheat of Mosul; the date pits of Ahwaz and 
the olives of Palestine! . . . You wait! Do you know me or not? I eat 
sand and defec ate a rock; I swallow date pits and defec ate palm 
trees! You wait! I am the angry sea- waves, the impen et rable lock. 
I am the Fire, the high way man. I am the grinder when it revolves! 
I walked two weeks without a head! I am the fore father of thiev ery 
and brig andry! I am Pharaoh! I am Hāmān! I am Nimrod, the 
son of Canaan! I am the uncir cum cised devil! I am the bare- fisted 
bear! . . . If Satan saw me, he would turn around . . . I witnessed 
the ghoul giving birth and carried the devil’s coffin! . . . I killed a 
thou sand and am on my way to the next thou sand. This is my face 
till the Day of Judgement! I am a bribe taker! Do you need some-
thing from Mālik, the guard ian of hell? . . . You wait! By God! I 
will put you in my pocket and forget you until you rot! . . . I will 
inhale you and never sneeze you out except in hell!69

The language Abū’l-Qāsim uses to describe his extreme repuls ive-
ness and qub�, in an attempt to intim id ate another person, links 
itself to unsa voury char ac ters and aspects of hell fire. The �ikāya’s 
purpose here is to commu nic ate Abū’l-Qāsim’s qub�, exem pli fied 
in his lack of bound ar ies and his trans gres sion, which is obvious 
from the language. He describes himself as both Pharaoh and 
Hāmān, the members of the afore men tioned class of rejects, the 
despised and disfigured (maqbū�īn) in Q. 28:42. He then calls 
himself the devil but claims to have surpassed the devil, or perhaps 
he insinu ates that he has even killed him, viz. he is more devil ish 
than the devil, as he mentions that he has atten ded the latter’s 
funeral. He then rhet or ic ally inquires, ‘Do you need some thing 
from Mālik, the guard ian of hell?’ (hal laka �āja ilā Mālik khāzin 
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jahan nam?).70 Abū’l-Qāsim here evokes the defin it ive qub� by 
refer ring to himself as the guard ian and chief of all things qabī� 
(ugly): aesthetic and moral alike. The final image in this selec tion of 
his tirade informs the person being insul ted that Abū’l-Qāsim shall 
keep him in his pocket until the former rots; then, Abū’l-Qāsim 
will breathe him in and only sneeze him out in hell. This episode, 
full of trans gres sions and excesses leading to qub�, thus culmin ates 
with the imagery of hell. In all the images used, Abū’l-Qāsim 
altern ates between assum ing both human and non- human statuses 
through the differ ent personae he evokes; yet the human char ac ters 
invoked are ulti mately related to hell fire. This conscious portrayal 
by Azdī of Abū’l-Qāsim’s sukhf linguist ic ally and aesthet ic ally as 
concom it ant and asso ci ated with hell fire, and ulti mately with qub�, 
proves the meaning of qub� as lack of reason, as trans gres sion and 
excess. Thus, there is a mirror ing of hell, as has been previ ously 
delin eated and as is evident in the above passage.

The disorder and qub� created in the �ikāya, despite being 
defined and acknow ledged as such, does not resolve itself with 
Abū’l-Qāsim’s excess ive drunk en ness and passing out. Both the 
opening and ending of the �ikāya frame and struc ture this disorder 
clev erly. The �ikāya opens with Abū’l-Qāsim’s Qur’an recit a tion 
from Sūrat al-Nūr (Q. 24). The verse (āya) refers to the men who are 
not distrac ted (tulhīhim), either by commerce or profit (Q. 24:37). 
However, the men sitting in the company of Abū’l-Qāsim do not 
seem to be conduct ing busi ness trans ac tions, but seem to be pre -
occu pied with less import ant events. The āya is aptly chosen for 
more than the mention ing of the motif of distrac tion (lahw) that 
completely engulfs the atmo sphere of the �ikāya. In other words, 
‘The notion of some activ it ies being laghw and lahw (idle and 
distract ing) ([Q.] 23.3; [Q.] 31.6) is clearly inten ded to distin guish 
between activ it ies worth pursu ing and those that ought not to be 
taken up.’71 The asso ci ation of lahw and laghw here only high lights 
the ‘idle and distract ing’ as a char ac ter istic of the ‘mean ing less’, as 
has been previ ously discussed, as well as laghw’s categor ical asso ci-
ation with qub� aesthet ic ally and morally.

Extended symbolic refer ences to the recited Sūrat al-Nūr are 
found not only at the begin ning of the �ikāya but also at the end. 
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The ending of the �ikāya describes Abū’l-Qāsim’s exit at the break 
of dawn.

He falls into deep sleep and he hears what is heard first at the 
break of dawn and says: ‘Morning has dawned and the Worlds’ 
domin ion is in God’s hands. Greetings new day! Greetings to the 
witness ing angel scribe! Write in the name of God the most 
merci ful and the most compas sion ate’, says Abū’l-Qāsim: ‘I 
testify that there is no God except God, alone, with no part ners, 
and Muhammad is His messen ger. God, we believe in what the 
verse says: ‘Alif Lam Mim! There is no doubt in this Book!’ 
[Q. 2:1–2] 72

Here, the break of dawn, through its asso ci ation with the light  
(al- nūr), becomes both meta phys ical and exist en tial.73 The Qur’an 
repeatedly refers to light and dark ness as meta phors for guid ance 
versus misguid ance, order versus disorder, reason versus lack of 
reason, which all ulti mately correl ate with heaven and hell and 
�usn versus qub�, respect ively, as in Q. 2:257.74 The light is meta-
phys ical in the sense that it associates the timing of the call for 
prayers with the end of Abū’l-Qāsim’s activities and the culmination 
of narrative disequilibrium. It thus invokes the paradisiacal 
conceptual matrix of order and the cessation of disorder. The  
light also becomes existential as it marks the beginning of a new 
day and all daylight-related activities therein (beginning with the 
dawn prayers). It thus recognisably associates Abū’l-Qāsim’s 
activities with ‘night’ and ‘darkness’ also, both existentially and 
metaphysically, as they refer to metonymic qub�. The �ikāya’s 
concep tion of qub� is inspired by the aesthet ics of the Qur’an, with 
the emphasis at the end on the cessa tion of disorder and the return 
of equi lib rium.

Abū’l-Qāsim’s burning in hell before dying dissolves the time–
space bound ar ies of the liter ary narrat ive, or what Bakhtin calls  
the chro no tope. He defines the chro no tope as the ‘intrinsic connec-
ted ness of spatial and temporal rela tion ships that are artist ic ally 
expressed in liter at ure. It expresses the insepar ab il ity of space and 
time (time as the fourth dimen sion of space).’75 As the space of 
the �ikāya (i.e. the house) is static, unchange able, it appears as 
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though the char ac ter of Abū’l-Qāsim emerges out of the �ikāya 
with no devel op ment with regard to the narrated time. However,  
as the narrat ive moves between the here–here after chro no tope 
(heaven/hell/heaven), the char ac ter slips from the time–space of 
hell (the liter ary repres ent a tion of the category of qub� and its 
concep tual link to hell) into that of heaven through the recit ing  
and invok ing of the Qur’an (at both the begin ning and the end  
of the �ikāya). The �ikāya’s use of artistic language shows a 
conscious engage ment with the categor ies of qub� and �usn, 
mani fest in its concep tual link to hell and, in turn, para dise. This 
explains the time–space fluid ity in the �ikāya as far as the pres ence 
of hell in Abū’l-Qāsim’s verbal abuse, sexual harass ment and overall 
debauch ery is concerned. Temporally speak ing, the Qur’anic 
concep tion of hell and heaven is not of a creation at the end of time, 
‘but one that co- exists with this world’;76 by exten sion the Qur’an’s 
sugges tion of salva tion is not post poned to a future time and space, 
and neither is its promise of punish ment. The dissol u tion of the 
time–space bound ar ies between this world and hell, as noted in the 
artistic language of the �ikāya, are seen in activ it ies marred by 
concep tual qub�. In turn, the dissol u tion of the time–space bound-
ar ies between this world and para dise are seen in the narrat ive 
under ly ing Islamic rituals, such as Qur’an recit a tion, ablu tion, 
fasting and pilgrim age, which all ‘estab lish a concep tual link to 
para dise’.77

The Bakhtin factor

In the intro duct ory section of this chapter, it was noted that 
Bakhtin’s concept of the carni valesque, which more often than not 
is called upon in reading liter ary mani fest a tions of disequi lib rium 
or lack of i�tidāl, disorder and chaos, does not suit this invest igation. 
However, a number of studies discuss this and other similar works 
using the carni valesque model; they resort to Bakhtinian para-
met ers in an attempt to assess their liter ary merits.78 This process 
forces students and schol ars of Arabic liter at ure to read these works 
through modern terms and theor ies and to project certain modern 
view points regard less of how these works were under stood when 
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they were first created. Hämeen-Anttila rightly argues against  
such read ings; with respect to the Maqāmāt of Badī� al-Zamān 
al-Hamadhānī (d. 397/1007), for example, he says, ‘al-Hamadhānī 
plays with allu sions. He does have a message under neath the 
surface, but the message has to be sought in what contem por ar ies 
may have thought, not in any 20th- century patterns.’79 Moreover, 
such read ings isolate these liter ary works from their Arabic liter ary 
system and disreg ard the works’ rela tion ships to other liter ary 
works, viewing them instead through models (in this case 
Bakhtinian) that are anachron istic and anatop istic to the liter ary 
system in ques tion. The main purpose of carni val is ‘freedom . . . 
the courage needed to estab lish it, the cunning required to main-
tain it, and – above all – the horrific ease with which it can be lost’.80 
It is very diffi cult to see how the carni val, viewed in this light, 
cannot be polit ical, and these modern istic read ings hastily place 
the liter ary work in an antag on istic posi tion against the state,  
reli gion, or any form of recog nised or insti tu tional author ity in 
favour of a Bakhtinian reading, notwith stand ing the hermen eut ical 
risks involved in such read ings.

I have explained the essen tial figur ing of hell as a site of criti cism, 
punish ment and humi li ation and a semi otic matrix for qub�, disorder 
and chaos in the �ikāya. Hell’s prom in ence in the �ikāya and its 
asso ci ation with the prot ag on ist’s beha viour estab lishes the concept 
of qub� as a liter ary, aesthetic and moral category. Bakhtin mentions 
the essen tial burning of ‘hell’ at the begin ning of carni vals to 
indic ate liber a tion from all fear.81 The symbolic defeat of fear then 
launches after wards all that is known to fit the term ‘carni valesque’: 
excess, trans gres sion and acts of ‘decrown ing’ that allude to the 
crown ing and subsequent decrown ing of the carni val king. These 
acts refer to the symbolic shuffl ing and strip ping away of author ity 
and to the upside- down world of the carni val. However, the �ikāya’s 
prot ag on ist does not ‘burn hell’. He invokes hell, not with purpose 
of defeat ing it but with the purpose of asso ci at ing himself with it 
linguist ic ally, morally and aesthet ic ally. He indir ectly remem bers 
hell through recit ing the Qur’an and invok ing the para disi acal 
matrix of �usn, and he defines his own moral qub� in oppos i tion to 
this para disi acal matrix of hu�n. As noted above, the Bakhtinian 
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carni val pretends to defeat hell briefly in order to cele brate its defin-
i tion of freedom. At this junc ture, there fore, one ought to ask, what 
did freedom mean in pre modern Arab-Islamic culture? Was it a 
univer sal concept into which the Bakhtinian carni valesque could 
readily fit?

The concept of a free man/woman (�urr) origin ally had a strong 
moral under cur rent in both pre-Islamic and Arab-Islamic cultures 
because of its anti thesis to the state of slavery.82 After the advent 
of Islam, within the social, legal and philo soph ical realms the  
term ‘freedom’ was not divorced from the moral aspects. To be 
‘free’ meant to possess the will to be a ‘good’ person and be free  
of all desires.83 This notion becomes under stand able when viewing 
freedom as the posses sion of noble qual it ies.84 Addressing the ques-
tion of freedom as ‘choice’ (ikhtiyār) in rela tion ship to ‘free will’ 
(�urriyya) should also comple ment this discus sion.

In Islam, ikhtiyâr was never seen together with �urrîyyah, nor was 
it felt as one aspect of the complex struc ture of freedom . . . Human 
freedom of will was largely restric ted to the ability of making a 
choice with regard to indi vidual situ ations. This devel op ment, it 
may be added, had its roots in pre-Islamic times and began before 
the theo lo gical discus sions of Muslim schol ars attemp ted to shape 
Near Eastern intel lec tual history.85

It becomes clear, then, that ikhtiyār does not actu ally feature in the 
defin i tion of freedom; it is mainly restric ted to the ability of a 
person to make a choice. The split ting of philo soph ical and semantic 
hairs is further high lighted by the explan a tion of the term by Abū 
�Alī A�mad b. Mu�ammad b. Ya�qūb Ibn Miskawayh (d. 421/1030) 
in his letter to Abū �ayyān al-Taw�īdī (d. 414/1023).

We say: ikhtiyār (choice) is derived etymo lo gic ally from khayr 
(good, best). It is the infin it ive of the eighth conjug a tion of this 
root. Saying ‘someone chose some thing’ is about the same as 
saying ‘He did what was good for him’, that is, good either in 
reality or in his opinion, even if it was not good for him in reality.86

It figures then that the concept of ‘choice’ evokes an assess ment of 
what may or may not be ‘good’ for someone; the ability to make a 
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choice is there fore presen ted as an indir ect meas ure ment of ration-
al ity and/or reason (�aql) and not freedom as such. This is because 
people are essen tially free to make a choice.

In the afore men tioned intro duct ory poem at the begin ning of 
the work, Azdī portrays Abū’l-Qāsim’s beha viour (choice) as a 
direct outcome of a defi ciency in reason (�aql). This defi ciency in 
reason and ulti mately choices was meas ured as such using multiple 
synonyms of folly. Abū’l-Qāsim is thus free to do whatever he  
wants but his choices are not justi fied, even by him, through the 
paramet ers of freedom but rather through the para met ers of �aql. 
Readings that wish to regard these themes as solely carni valesque 
in their shift ing of author ity or reli gious powers in an upside- down 
world of mockery will not only have to disreg ard the defin i tion of 
freedom as such and also the meaning of choice (ikhtiyār) as part of 
the Arabic liter ary system but also an entire set of liter ary, aesthetic 
and moral categor ies of �usn and qub�.

Images of excess, trans gres sion and folly are repres en ted in  
the �ikāya as contrary to reason: qabī�. They are not celeb rated 
in the Bakhtinian sense of the word nor do they contrib ute to 
‘fertil ity, growth, and a brim ming- over abund ance’,87 as Bakhtin 
posits they do. Another category, which is also quint es sen tially 
univer sal and over laps with the Bakhtinian carni val, is profan ity. 
Profanities and oaths were not initially related to laughter, but they 
were excluded from the sphere of offi cial speech because they broke 
its norms; they were there fore trans ferred to the famil iar sphere of  
the market place. In the carni val atmo sphere, they became asso ci-
ated with laughter and became ambi val ent.88 In the Arab-Islamic 
culture, however, profan it ies are never ambi val ent. They were  
never ambi val ent in Abū’l-Qāsim’s afore men tioned angry diatribes 
through out the �ikāya and espe cially at the end. Hijā
 was actu ally 
a part of offi cial speech, propa ganda and verbal warfare between 
tribes in pre-Islamic times as well as after the advent of Islam.  
It contin ued to be a form of speech acknow ledged by tribes,  
heads of tribes, caliphs, monarchs, insti tu tions and indi vidu als 
alike.89 While, more often than not, it was not an occa sion for 
laughter, it did offer amuse ment for those who were not directly 
involved in it, as van Gelder main tains.90 In some cases, hijā
 might 
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very well have been inspired by the language and expres sions  
of the market place,91 as anec dotes from Kitāb al-Aghānī have 
main tained,92 but not restric ted to it; hijā
 is part of the corpus 
of adab.

A consid er a tion of the issue of the repres ent a tion of reason as  
an intel lec tual faculty, or lack thereof, is of utmost import ance  
at this point. Madness and folly, accord ing to Bakhtin, permit one 
to see the world with differ ent eyes.93 At its pinnacle, folly as 
exempli fied in the sukhf of Abū’l-Qāsim does not present the 
reader with versions of truth or renewal. Abū’l-Qāsim delib er ately 
negates everything he says, as seen in the �ikāya when he criticises 
Isfahan then praises it, then does the reverse for the city of Baghdad, 
for instance. He does not stand by anything he says; the folly 
depic ted in the �ikāya cannot be compared with the folly of the 
carni val that subverts to offer some truth as Bakhtin main tains. 
Bakhtin’s folly is a folly that subverts its own defin i tion insofar  
as it offers some ‘truth’ and if applied to the �ikāya would turn 
qub�/ugli ness, disorder and chaos into that which is beau ti ful and 
moral. The same holds for Bakhtin’s explan a tion of profan it ies and 
hell as they subvert their own defin i tion. In this respect, it becomes 
clear how the destabil isa tion and subver sion of all defin i tions  
and concepts take place in the Bakhtinian model; this cannot be 
held true in the model before us. The �ikāya does not subvert the 
definition of folly, profan ity or hell; they are held true and stable. 
Qub� is recog nised as an anti thesis to �usn and the prot ag on ist is 
seen for what he is: a fool. He does not subvert or mock estab lished 
norms; rather, he takes respons ib il ity for his choices even though 
they are foolish.

It has been shown how qub� func tions as an aesthetic, moral and 
liter ary category in the liter ary process. In its util isa tion and depic-
tion of qub�, the �ikāya’s struc ture, linguistic register, vocab u lary 
and aesthetic register all engaged with the Qur’an’s semi ot ics of 
para dise and hell as the loci concep tu ally linked to �usn and qub�, 
respect ively. The language of the liter ary work thus does not become 
a random or acci dental language but an artistic language that cen -
tral ised the Qur’an as its source of poetic diction and aesthetic 
features.
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But is it adab?

In the preface of the �ikāya, Azdī uses the term adab to refer to 
several sources and liter ary works that informed his work. He says:

As for the adab that I choose: it is the rhet oric of the Bedouins; 
old poetry; unusual creat ive endeav ours of the late notable 
littérat eurs and the original tales that were fash ioned by the 
contem por an eous distin guished poets. This is what I know of the 
adab of others. I own it and I tell the best of what they created and 
competed with, and I comple ment this with poetry of my own 
and epistles that I wrote and maqāmāt that I have atten ded.94

Azdī’s all- inclus ive group ing of several sources under the term adab 
makes his defin i tion the closest to that of Wolfhart Heinrichs, who 
main tains that:

when Islamic culture reached matur ity in the fourth/tenth century, 
adab had three major accept a tions that were categor ic ally differ ent 
from each other: 1) ‘good, correct, polite beha viour’, 2) ‘a genre of 
anec dotal and antho lo gical liter at ure which serves as a quarry of 
quot able mater i als (mu�ā�arāt) for the bel- esprit’, and 3) ‘a body 
of know ledge in the linguistic and liter ary field which comprises 
the genre of liter at ure just mentioned, but includes further ancil-
lary discip lines like grammar etc.’95

Azdī’s compil a tion of these liter ary mater i als and his naming them 
adab to produce his own work – albeit in a fashion contrary to adab 
as a beha viour – attest to the fact that he considers his own work as 
part of the adab corpus. This liter ary pastiche should not be read as 
the work of an author wanting in talent and hence util ising other 
authors’ works, neither should similar passages of other liter ary 
works found in the �ikāya be used to attrib ute the work to another 
well- known author by reason of the content.96 In the preface, Azdī 
informs the reader that this work is made of his choice of selec tions 
of adab, old and new.97 It must be noted that not only did the offi cial 
author of the �ikāya have access to other liter ary works, but he 
also delib er ately included them. The sources of the author there fore 
are not original, accord ing to his own state ment. Azdī’s tech nique 
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is not unusual. Such a conclu sion can also be adduced from Abū 
�Uthmān �Amr b. Ba�r al-Jā�i�’s (d. 255/868–9) impli cit views on 
creativ ity and origin al ity: he main tains that all mean ings are avail-
able every where and to all people (al- ma�ānī ma�rū�a) and that the 
most import ant factors of creativ ity are form and struc ture 
(al- shakl).98 This is not to misun der stand Jā�i� and say that he 
de- emphas ised content. Rather, ‘[h]e was simply trying to show  
that content may be revealed only through adequate form’.99 The 
�ikāya, in fact, prides itself on being an exper i mental and original 
work in form.

The �ikāya shows a tangible invoc a tion of adab as decor ous 
beha viour, a corpus of liter ary works and a liter ary system. Through 
its liter ary appro pri ations of other adab works, notwith stand ing 
the estab lished distinc tion between popular100 and canon ical,101 
Azdī places his own work within the adab niche. The content of 
his work may seem contrary to adab, allow ing it to enjoy a 
hybrid status, but its struc ture is affirm at ive of the defin i tion of 
adab. The �ikāya also engages with adab as a moral system, through 
its reli ance on the categor ies of �usn and qub� as defined in the 
Qur’an and their concep tual links to para dise and hell, and 
manoeuvres these appro pri ations in the struc ture and the artistic 
language of the �ikāya itself. Various schol ars have enumer ated 
the influ ence of the Qur’an not only on Arab-Islamic culture in 
general102 but also on adab.103 In the �ikāya, a micro cosm of adab, 
the dynam ics of narrat ive equi lib rium, the artistic language and 
the linguistic register take their cue from the Qur’an. The Qur’an 
presents an evident demarc a tion between pre-Islamic and Islamic 
concep tual thought in Arab-Islamic civil isa tion. This demarc a tion 
is ulti mately trans lated in language – the conven tional carrier of 
concepts104 – and so is trans lated, in turn, in cultural creat ive 
expres sions such as adab and art, in the creat ive process itself and 
ulti mately in diction.

The exam in a tion of qub� presen ted an oppor tun ity not only for 
extract ing the meaning of �usn and high light ing the aesthet ics 
of adab, but also for under stand ing adab’s internal mech an ics. 
According to Claudio Guillén, ‘A [liter ary] system is more than  
a combin a tion or a sum of its compon ents. It implies a certain 
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depend ence of the parts on the whole, and a substan tial impact  
of the basic inter re la tion ships.’105 In other words, it is not only 
neces sary to examine qub� to recog nise �usn and i�tidāl, but it is 
also import ant to under stand what informs the concep tual 
categor ies of the qabī� and the �asan. This in turn sheds light on 
the liter ary system’s own aesthetic and moral mech an ics, both of 
which contrib ute to that system’s sense of order and equi lib rium 
and hence meaning. Literature, Guillén main tains, ‘presents itself 
or func tions histor ic ally as a system – i.e., as an order (of inter-
act ing parts) and a cluster of orders, chan ging and yet endur ing 
through the centur ies’.106 In this respect, it becomes under stand able 
that ‘the indi vidual work of art did not merely become an addi-
tional unit in a sum of separ ate units. It entered a struc tural whole, 
a system, among whose parts signi fic ant and recip rocal rela tions 
existed. The inab il ity to perceive these rela tions is what one might 
call the “atom istic fallacy” in liter ary studies.’107

Throughout, this chapter has been adamant that there exists  
an Arabic liter ary system with an inher ent struc ture, and that  
this should be called upon for mean ing ful criti cism. It has also 
shown that a model developed from the Qur’an, when applied  
to the �ikāya, chal lenges many of the precon ceived ideas and 
constrained conclu sions about this work as well as other works. 
�ikāyat Abī’l-Qāsim al-Baghdādī does exhibit themes observed in 
ancient Greek and Roman liter at ure as well as pre modern European 
liter at ure due to the univer sal ity of the themes that the category of 
qub� unearths. However, as previ ously mentioned, these inter-
sect ing themes between pre modern Arabic liter ary works and 
ancient and/or pre modern European liter at ure do not auto mat ic-
ally render them ‘carni valesque’ or ‘subvers ive’ in the Bakhtinian 
sense. This conjec ture becomes clear in light of the unique ness  
of the artistic language of the liter ary work discussed through out, 
which bespeaks the semi otic influ ence of the Qur’an on concep tual 
liter ary, moral and aesthetic categor ies. Reading these works 
compar at ively requires more than group ing them them at ic ally as 
univer sal expres sions that yield similar conclu sions.

The pres ence of a moral vocab u lary, which has been high lighted 
through out this chapter, offers a key not only to under stand ing  
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the works’ internal mech an ics but also to viewing the works as  
part of a collect ive whole and high light ing the role of the Qur’an in 
the language and thought of adab. This call for the return to philo-
logy in the human it ies has been reit er ated by Edward Said. 
Philology is defined, rather play fully, by Roman Jakobson as the ‘art 
of reading slowly’;108 other defin i tions regard it as ‘close reading (the 
liter ary critics) or histor ical- gram mat ical and textual criti cism  
(the self- described philo lo gists)’.109 Sheldon Pollock defines philo-
logy as ‘the discip line of making sense of texts’.110 In the same vein, 
Said views the return to philo logy as a path towards appos ite 
reading in the human it ies: ‘reading for meaning’.111 Reading has its 
roots in Islamic human ism; it is a delib er ate prac tice and a patient 
act that goes back to the history of the Qur’an itself. Darío 
Villanueva says that:

Said reminds us that the word Qur’an means ‘reading’ in Arabic 
and that the prac tice of ijtihad – personal and linger ing reading, 
a sort of close reading – in the context of Islamic human ism 
shares the same goal as an unre nounce able human ist engage-
ment to which compar at ive liter at ure has much to contrib ute: 
teach ing how to read well, which in our times means being a 
member of one’s own liter ary tradi tion while remain ing an eager 
visitor to the culture of the Other.112

Thus, the Qur’an is capable of remind ing us to ‘read for meaning’ 
merely through its history. It is capable of offer ing a meth od o logy 
for reading a liter ary text beyond cursory, often Pavlovian, box- 
ticking and plat it udes: an atti tude that goes against the human it ies 
as a discip line. One does not need to state that such atti tudes,  
while divor cing liter at ure from its culture when it should not be 
divorced, also incon gru ously project onto these liter ary works, 
through the distort ing mirror of subjectiv ity, a ‘fabric ated clash’ 
between the sacred and the profane, between Islam and human 
creat ive activ ity under the pretext of what this prac tice under stands 
or rather misun der stands as ‘secular criti cism’, which is some times 
used to promul gate ungroun ded and, occa sion ally, unfair argu-
ments. Aamir Mufti reminds us of Edward Said’s under stand ing of 
‘secular criti cism’:
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[It] is a prac tice of unbe lief; it is direc ted, however, not simply at 
the objects of reli gious piety but at secular ‘beliefs’ as well, and, at 
its most ambi tious, at all those moments at which thought and 
culture become frozen, congealed, thing- like and self- enclosed 
. . . At no point is secular used in his work in simple oppos i tion to 
the reli gious per se.113

The prac tice of ‘unbe lief ’ is to shed one’s preju dices before encoun-
ter ing the text or before intel lec tual encoun ters at large; it is not  
an ‘unbe lief ’ under stood in the reli gious or spir itual sense. In fact, 
the Qur’anic meth od o logy advanced in this chapter corrob or ates 
‘secular criti cism’ as Said advanced it and as we under stand it. The 
estab lish ing of the Qur’an’s role gener ates a healthy ‘unbe lief ’ of  
the frozen and self- enclosed liter ary judge ments that have become 
dogmas and a system of belief in them selves. This chapter has 
method ic ally and crit ic ally estab lished the Qur’an’s role in the 
system of adab, using the �ikāya as a model, struc tur ally, in the 
grammar of narrat ive; aesthet ic ally, in the concep tual categor ies of 
�usn and qub� and their semi ot ics in this work; and linguist ic ally, 
in the semantic rela tion ships the diction conducts with the Qur’an 
specific ally and the Islamic tradi tion gener ally, as well as with the 
liter ary system. It thereby offers hermen eut ical solu tions, key terms 
and a language through which liter ary criti cism can inter pret adab. 
In doing so, this inter pret a tion has resisted certain received ideas 
about this work and opposed ‘every kind of cliché and unthink   -
 ing language’, which is the essence of human ism.114 That being 
done, the inter pret a tion of adab presup poses there is also a mis -
inter pret a tion of adab that relies on several proxies that not only 
dimin ish our appre ci ation of the liter ary work but also reduce,  
if not hinder, the possib il it ies of devel op ing Arabic poetics and 
advan cing a respons ible language for liter ary criti cism.
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that Azdī may have known Badī� al-Zamān al-Hamadhānī (d. 397/1007), which 
would make him a contem por ary of the latter; this then situ ates Azdī in the 
fourth/tenth century not the fifth/elev enth century. See Clifford E. Bosworth, 
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