ACTA UNIVERSITATIS GOTHOBURGENSIS
ORIENTALIA ET AFRICANA GOTHOBURGENSIA

23

Brotherly Letters

A Study of Narrative, Style, and Themes in the
Correspondence of Moroccan and Tunisian Male Writers

(Early 20" Century)

Mariam Dalhoumi

UNIVERSITY OF GOTHENBURG






Brotherly Letters






ACTA UNIVERSITATIS GOTHOBURGENSIS
ORIENTALIA ET AFRICANA GOTHOBURGENSIA

23

Brotherly Letters

A Study of Narrative, Style, and Themes in the
Correspondence of Moroccan and Tunisian Male Writers

(Early 20" Century)

Mariam Dalhoumi

UNIVERSITY OF GOTHENBURG



© MARIAM DALHOUM]I, 2022
ISBN 978-91-7963-099-7 (printed)
ISBN 978-91-7963-100-0 (pdf)
ISSN 1404-3556

ORIENTALIA ET AFRICANA GOTHOBURGENSIA
Founded by Bernhard Lewin

Editors: Tetz Rooke and Fredrik Féllman

The publication is also available in full text at:
http://hdl.handle.net/2077/70552

Vols. 1-12 published as ORIENTALIA GOTHOBURGENSIA
Subscriptions to the series and orders for individual copies sent to: Acta Universitatis
Gothoburgensis, PO Box 222, SE-405 30 Goteborg, Sweden or to acta@ub.gu.se

Printed in Sweden by Stema Specialtryck AB, Boras, 2022

N 4

kkkkk



Abstract

Title: Brotherly Letters: A Study of Narrative, Style, and Themes in the
Correspondence of Moroccan and Tunisian Male Writers (Early
20" Century)

Author: Mariam Dalhoumi

Language:  English

ISBN: 978-91-7963-099-7 (printed)
ISBN: 978-91-7963-100-0 (pdf)
ISSN: 1404-3556

Keywords:  Arabic literature, letter writing, stylistics, narrative, masculinity,
Tunisian literature, Moroccan literature, Muhammad al-Mukhtar
al-Siis1, Muhammad al-Hulaywi, tarassul, risalah

Den hér avhandlingen analyserar en korpus av publicerade personliga brev fran
forsta halvan av 1900-talet skrivna av manliga forfattare frin Marocko och
Tunisien. Studiens Overgripande syfte dr att undersoka och identifiera de
publicerade brevens litterdra egenskaper (genius) och estetiska autonomi
(egenvirde) med hjélp av en narratologisk och stilistisk metod som fokuserar pa
intertextualitet och brevtexternas narratologiska nivéer (berdttarteknik och
berittelsevarld).

Studiens brevkorpus, vars tidsperiod stracker sig fran ar 1929 till 1945, har
skapats fran tva verk: al-lllighiyyat (‘Skrifter fran Illigh’) (1963) av den
marockanska forfattaren Muhammad al-Mukhtar al-Stst och Rasa’il al-Shabbr
(‘al-Shabbis brev’) (1966) av den tunisiska forfattaren Muhammad al-Hulaywt.
Modern brevkonst dr ett understuderat omrdde 1 modern arabisk
litteraturforskning. Sé&vdl studiens maghribinska material som studiens
litteraturvetenskapliga ingang till detta material utgdr ett nytt bidrag till
forskningen om modern arabisk litteratur.

Analysen utgir fran ett textcentrerat perspektiv for att kunna framkalla
brevtexternas fulla potential av mangfaldiga litterira egenskaper och teman.
Analysen tillimpar dven ett genusperspektiv som dmnar bidra med nyanserade och
divergerande bilder av manlighet och manlig homosocialitet till det begynnande
faltet av maskulinitetsforskning inom arabisk litteratur.

Avhandlingen ar uppdelad i tre delar. I den fOrsta delen behandlas det arabiska
brevets bakgrund och historia — savél formodern som modern — samt dess formella



poetik. I den andra delen presenteras och diskuteras studiens primérmaterial
liksom urvalsprocessen for detta material samt analysens teoretiska ramverk och
metod. Avhandlingens tredje del presenterar analysen av studiens brevkorpus,
vilken inleds med en utforligare introduktion till brevskrivarna i deras historiska
kontext. Avhandlingen avslutas med en diskussion av studiens resultat och en
sammanfattning.

Studien visar hur brevtexternas litterdra kvalitéer och estetiska autonomi kan
bestyrkas och erfaras genom deras vérldskapande material (berittelsevérldar) och
kreativa approprieringar av inhemska och icke-inhemska litterdra traditioner och
konventioner. Studien visar ocksd pa dynamiska och mangsidiga bilder av
maskulinitet och manlig vinskap och kénslosamhet som utmanar kulturella och
rasifierade kategorier av manlighet och monolitiska narrativ ddrom.
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Note on Romanization and Translation

Romanization of Arabic is in accordance with the general praxis that exists within
English literary studies on Arabic literature' and with the style guide of Library of
Congress.? See table below.

The definite article (always lowercase) will not be assimilated to sun
consonants and will therefore be romanized as al-, with the exception of its
appearance in poetry, rhymned prose (saj ), and Quranic verses, in which case the
phonetically correct ash-, ad-, at-, etc., are used. Neither will consideration be
given to hamzat al-wasl (-I- as opposed to al-), except in the cases of the exceptions
mentioned immediately above and when the preposition /i- is followed by the
definite article (/il-walad as opposed to li-al-walad). Initial hamza (*) is also
dropped (ibn as opposed to ’ibn). The alif magsiirah (<) used to represent the
long vowel a is romanized d. Moreover, the romanization of Arabic is generally
made with word-final pauses, meaning that word-final short vowels (-u, -a, -i) are
in principal omitted unless they are found in poetry, Quranic verse, rhymned prose,
or else where they facilitate grammatical understanding (e.g. final inflections of
verbs, prepositions, and pronouns [incl. pronominal suffixes]). Word-final vowels
are also dropped in pause and if they are deemed superfluous (e.g. titles and single
words).

All translations are my own unless otherwise stated, in which case proper
references will be provided. It should be noted that I do not claim my own
translations of literary texts to have a literary quality themselves. However, I have
aimed for a degree of idiomacy when that is deemed necessary to facilitate the
understanding and overall flow of the English text. I also often utilize fillers in the
form of brackets for clarifications and explanatory purposes.

A special note ought to be made with regard to the original Arabic texts. [ have
tried to stay as faithful as possible to the original Arabic texts as they appear in
their edited, published editions. This means that I avoid correcting spelling errors
or interfering with the orthography and punctuation system when quoting the

' Isaksson (2010: 4-9).
2 The style guide of Library of Congress was retrieved on 2022-02-09.
(https://www.loc.gov/catdir/cpso/romanization/arabic.pdf).
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Arabic texts, even if they appear strange or unconventional to the Arabic speaking
reader. I believe that such amendments, where they have critical implications, lie
outside the purpose of the current study. However, I do occasionally mark spelling
errors with the marker “Sic.” Moreover, my interpretation of the original Arabic
text in all of the above aspects (including the punctuation system) is conveyed in
the English translation. In the case of ambiguity, footnotes are provided with
alternative interpretations of the meaning of the Arabic text.
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1. Introduction

This study takes the relatively nascent and small field of the literary study of
published “real” letters and letter collections as its starting point. Essentially, the
study seeks to voice a reading of modern Arabic letter texts from a literary
perspective, in contrast to the ethnographic, historical, or sociological readings to
which letters — regardless of their geographical origin — have generally been
subjugated. While letters of modern Arabic speaking writers have been published
and put out into the book market, a study that engages with such works from a
literary perspective of the kind that I am adopting is, to the best of my knowledge,
unprecedented.

The study’s overarching hypothesis is that letters have the capacity for an
aesthetic autonomy and an expression of some kind of literary genius, which can
be tested and verified by a text-centered narratological and stylistic analysis.
“Aesthetic autonomy” refers to the ability of the letter texts to stand alone as
self-contained aesthetic objects in relation to their historical, extra-textual context,
while “literary genius” refers to the embedded literary elements and qualities of
the letter texts.

[ use the terms “aesthetic autonomy” and “literary genius” as heuristic devices,
that is, as abstractions or conceptual tools by means of which one can approach
and scrutinize complex cultural or social realities and generate new knowledge
about a phenomenon.® The use of heuristic devices is also helpful when creating
hypotheses. These two concepts are not value-laden and do not suggest “a standard
of perfection or an ultimate goal.”* As heuristic devices, the conceptions of
“aesthetic autonomy” and “literary genius” are open to both deviation and

This is similar to the term “ideal type” that is associated with Max Weber and that refers to a
mental model or construct (abstraction) that seeks to capture central elements of a
phenomenon and “offers guidance to the construction of hypotheses” (Weber, in Adams and
Sydie [2001: 176]). Weber himself did not invent the practice or method of ideal types; he
rather labeled and described what social scientists (and others) already were (and are) doing.
Take as an example the ideal typical conception about “bureaucracy” that guides the social
scientist in their analysis of administrative forms in a given social or historical reality
without them having to resort to universal or totalistic truth claims. This example of
bureaucracy as an ideal type is found in Adams and Sydie (2001: 176).

4 Adams and Sydie (2001: 176).
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compliance in the sense that they are not in themselves descriptions of reality, but
aim “to give unambiguous means of expression to such a description.”

In this regard, it is also interesting to note the original meaning of the word
genius (Lat. genius, lit. ‘that which is [just] born’) as a reference to an inborn
(indwelling) spirit and as a derivation from the Greek word gignesthai (‘to be born;
to become”). Essentially, genius may be defined as “the entirety of the traits” united
in a begotten or created being or thing and can be attributed to animate and
inanimate things alike (including systems and institutions) to describe its nature,
character, or disposition.® In a similar fashion, the concept of autonomy (from Gr.
autonomida ‘independence’) is not a mirror image of a total absence of causal
dependency or external constraints.” Therefore, one may attribute autonomy to an
artistic or aesthetic object in both an explanatory (heteronomist) and a justificatory
(autonomist) sense. Such a conception of the term saves us from pledging
allegiance to any exclusivist or dogmatic heteronomist or autonomist point of view
when studying artistic or aesthetic objects and expressions.

While not discarding published “real” letters as pure lies or fantasy, a literary
approach to these kinds of texts, often written by writers and artists, recognizes
that they often are as literary — and perhaps as much fictional constructs — as their
fictive counterparts.® Thus, a literary study of the published letter or letter
collection shows how the value and function of letters exceeds that of mere
documentation and biographical information about the parties involved and their
historical contexts. Instead, studies such as the current one examines the ways in
which letters rather construct and transform worlds and subjective realities, than
represents a factual and historical extra-textual world and reality. Consequently,
the literary interest in letters challenges the common restriction of the value and
use of letters to concerning only the fields of history and sociology.

While there has been a modest amount of previous research that adopts this
kind of literary approach to and theorization of published letters and letter
collections, such research has more or less exclusively dealt with letters in a
Western context.” Therefore, it is my hope, with this study, to explore and
demonstrate what such a perspective may yield when applied to published modern

5 Weber, in Adams and Sydie (2001: 176).

For these definitions and more examples of genius, see Kelly (1998: keyword: “genius”) and

Hornblower (2012: keyword: “genius”).

Kelly (1998: keyword: “autonomy”’) and Hornblower (2012: keyword: “autonomy”).

8 MacArthur (1990: 118).

®  E.g. MacArthur (1990), Jolly and Stanley (2005), Stanley and Dampier (2008). For more on
the state of the art, see § 1.2.1.
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Arabic letters. Hence, I anticipate that the current study will be an exploratory and
illustrative contribution to the introduction of the literary study of modern Arabic
letter writing within the field of Arabic literature.

For this purpose, | have gathered a corpus consisting of published private letters
written by Moroccan and Tunisian male writers from the first half of the 20
century. The letters were sampled from two works: al-Illighiyyat (‘Writings from
Illigh”) by the Moroccan writer and scholar Muhammad al-Mukhtar al-StsT (d.
1383/1963), and Rasa il al-Shabbr (‘al-Shabbi’s Letters’) by the Tunisian writer
Muhammad al-Hulaywi (d. 1398/1978).!° While the writers of the sampled letters
are known, to varying degrees, within and outside the Arab world and in academia,
the literary study of their private letters and correspondence has, to my knowledge,
not been done before.

All of the above is a part of my larger objective as a researcher to introduce and
explore lesser known authorships and literary productions and innovative
qualitative ways of reading and studying texts within the research field of Arabic
literature.

1.1 Aim

The primary aim of this study is to present a comprehensive literary analysis of a
corpus consisting of early 20 century private letters written by a selection of male
writers from Morocco and Tunisia. Through a text-centered literary approach, the
study seeks to identify textual properties, on both formal and semantic levels, that
could support the hypothesis that the sampled letter texts have the capacity for an
aesthetic autonomy and an expression of a literary genius. In essence, what is at
stake is the letters’ ontological status as literary and aesthetic objects, as opposed
to or in addition to historical and documentary ones, and what the make-up of that
status inductively looks like on different levels of the letter texts.

The study seeks to engage with the letter texts with the help of a set of working
questions (see below and § 5.4). I have intentionally allowed these working
questions to be quite open and broad. This is motivated in order to give room for
the potential variety of literary properties and themes that may be induced through
a text-centered literary approach to the letter texts. Furthermore, the current state
of the art within the research area calls for the texts to unfold and generate

10" These two works are presented in depth under “Primary Material” (§ 4); for more thorough

biographical information on the authors of these works and their correspondents, see
“Introduction” (§ 6) in Part II1.

17
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analytical material, within some theoretical and methodological parameters, as
freely as possible.

Working Questions

e How do the letters produce stories?;

e How does narrative organization, style, and vocabulary affect story
making?

e What kind of story worlds and characters do the letters construct?

e How are events and subjective sentiments reproduced and transformed in
the epistolary written text?

e How do such properties inform the discursive images of masculinity and
homosociality?

1.2 Motivation

I have already hinted at my larger objective as a researcher of introducing and
exploring lesser known authorships and literary productions, and innovative
qualitative ways of reading and studying texts within the research field of Arabic
literature. The motivation for conducting a literary study of a sampling of private
letters written by male writers from Morocco and Tunisia undoubtedly ties into
this larger objective and may be divided into two key motivators, namely, the state
of the art and the material.

1.2.1 State of the Art

To the best of my knowledge, there exists no directly related previous research
prior to the current study. Despite the fact that letters and letter collections of
modern Arabic speaking writers have been published,'! I have not been able to find

" For example, al-Shu lah al-zarqa’ (‘The Blue Flame”) (1984), containing the letters of

Khalil Jibran to Mayy Ziyadah, and Zahrat al- ‘umr (‘Flower of Life”) (first published 1943)
by Tawfiq al-Hakim, in which the author has collected the letters he sent to his friend in
Paris. One may also refer to the letter collection of the Iraqi poet Ma ‘riif al-Rusafi’s (d.
1365/1945), Rasa il al-Rusafi (‘al-Rusafi’s Letters’) (1994), edited by ‘Abd al-Hamid
al-Rashudi, as well as the letters of the Palestinian author Ghassan Kanafani (d. 1392/1972)
to the Syrian author and journalist Ghadah al-Samman (Kanafani, 2013 [1999]) and the
correspondence between Mahmiid Darwish (d. 2008) and Samth al-Qasim (d. 2014)
(Darwish and al-Qasim [1990]), of which excerpts were published in the Anthology of
Arabic Literature, Culture, and Thought from Pre-Islamic Times to the Present (2005: 176-
195), by Bassam K. Frangich, under the chapter heading of “Letters.” Modern Moroccan
examples of published letter collections are Ward wa-ramad (‘Roses and Ashes’) (2006),
which contains the correspondence (1975-1994) between the authors Muhammad ShukrT (d.



1 INTRODUCTION *

any previous research that has dealt with modern private letters in Arabic from a
literary perspective similar to the one that is explored in this study. This means that
there is no existing theorization of the modern Arabic letter in terms of its literary
genius (or “literariness”) or its autonomy as a self-contained aesthetic object in
relation to an extra-textual historical context.!> To a certain extent, this is also true
with regard to research within the field of Western literature. Only a few case
studies touch upon the literary and aesthetic properties of modern letter writing
(fictional and non-fictional) within a Western context.!* Yet such research is still
very much grounded in a historical-biographical tradition, in which the study
object (the letters) acts as a bridge between the reader and the life of the author and
the age they lived in. However, although perhaps engaged by relatively few literary
scholars, existing theorizations of Western letters and correspondences (including
epistolary fiction) could support a more text-centered and literary treatment of this
kind of material.

The previous research that has been most influential to the current study and its
text-centered literary approach is the theoretical work within the field of life
writing! by Liz Stanley, Helen Dampier, Andrea Salter, and Margaretta Jolly,'
who in some cases have worked in collaboration. The works on epistolary fiction
by Elizabeth Jane MacArthur, and Janet Gurkin Altman'® have also been important
in supporting and formulating the theoretical framework of this study!” and its
approach to the sampled letter texts.

While the theory and methods of the study will be presented and discussed in
the designated chapter (§ 5), the work by above-mentioned researchers suggests
that the (published) letter or letter collection is a particular kind of creative
creation. Moreover, letters, as we find them in published edited works, have an
artificiality to them in the sense that they are not mimetic reflections of the
ur-letter(s) (the original letter[s]) nor of the historical writing situation. This means

1424/2003) and Muhammad Barradah (b. 1938), and Rasa il al-sijn (‘Prison Letters”)
(al-Idrist [ed.] [2021]), which contains the letters that the author ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Shawt (b.
1950) wrote to the author Khanatah Banniinah (b. 1940).

12" For the modern Arabic letter as a social enterprise, see Khaldi (2009; 2017).

13 E.g. Beebee (2007), Romani (2008), Stanley and Dampier (2008), Hensbergen (2011),

Stanley, Salter, and Dampier (2012), and Ngom (2018).

Life writing refers to the subject field of written texts that takes a life as its subject and

which can be biographical, historical, novelistic, or self-referential (auto-biographical). This

definition of life writing is found in Smith and Watson (2010: 4).

15 E.g. Stanley (2004), Jolly and Stanley (2005), Beebee (2007), Stanley and Dampier (2008),
Jolly (2008), Stanley (2011), Stanley, Salter, and Dampier (2012).

16 Altman (1982) and MacArthur (2009).

The theoretical framework and method of analysis is discussed in depth in § 5.
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that the published letter has a different ontological status than the ur-letter.'®
However, across the board, I have found that there is a lack of research on the
formal (or generic) and semantic properties of modern private letters that could
further inform and substantiate their ontological status as literary and aesthetic
objects.

With regard to research on Arabic letter writing, it is similar to the research on
Western letter writing in being very historically and biographically oriented. As a
subject of history, we find key works, such as The culture of letter-writing in
pre-modern Islamic society (2008) by Adrian Gully and Documentary Arabic
Letters on Papyrus: Form and Function (2010) by Eva Mira Grob; the articles by
Geoffrey Khan and Klaus U. Hachmeier deal with Arabic epistolography from
early Islamic times to the 11" century.!® In Arabic, we find works on history and
historical poetics, such as al-Tarassul al-adabt bi-al-maghrib: al-nass
wa-al-khitab (‘Literary Letter Writing in the Maghreb: Text and Discourse’)
(2003) by Aminah al-DahrT and al-Rasa’il al-fanniyyah fi al-‘asr al-islami ila
nihayat al-"asr al-umawr (‘Artistic Letters from Early Islamic Times to the End of
the Umayyad Period’) (2013) by Ghanim Jawad Rida. As regards modern Arabic
letter writing, on which practically no substantial research exists, the articles by
Boutheina Khaldi that deal with letter writing as a social enterprise during the early
20" century have been an important reference.?’

Drawing on this previous research on Arabic letter writing, together with
original epistolographical work in Arabic, I have been able to present a historical
backdrop to the subject matter and an outline of the formal poetics of the Arabic
letter in both the pre-modern and modern period.?! Moreover, the previous research
on Arabic letter writing has been important not only in order to connect the primary
material of the current study to a historical context and tradition, but also, when
possible, to indicate continuities within the Arabic epistolographic tradition in
conventional and literary forms.

Given the current state of the art, the basis of the current study is primarily
theoretical and is driven by a hypothesis that the sampled modern private letters in
Arabic have the capacity for an expression of a literary genius and an aesthetic
autonomy. However, despite its exploratory nature, one could connect the study to

18 Stanley (2004: 137, 141).

19 See Hachmeier (2002a; 2002b) and Khan (2008).

20" Khaldi (2009; 2017).

21 See “A Historical Perspective on the Arabic Letter” (§ 2) and “A Formal Poetics of the
Arabic Letter” (§ 3).
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other work and projects, both on-going and completed, within and outside the field
of Arabic literature, such as “Literature, Cognition and Emotions” (LCE)
(University of Oslo), “Centre for Critical Heritage Studies” (CCHS) (University
of Gothenburg and University College London), and the “Global Sentimentality
Project” (University of Erlangen-Nuremberg). Additionally, two published works
of relevance are Civilising Emotions (2015) by Margit Pernau et al. and Trials of
Modernity (2013) by Tarik El-Ariss. These projects pose and investigate a range
of questions and issues pertaining to, amongst other things, cross-cultural and
cross-linguistic representations of emotions and sentiments, cultural memory and
identity, and the history of emotions. Thus, the study may be read in the light of
this interest in examining and reassessing literary representations of emotions,
sentiments, and the self and the other.

1.2.2 The Material

The primary material from which the letter-corpus has been sampled is interesting
to study for several reasons. First, | have found no previous research that in-depth
examines al-lllighiyyat by al-Sus1 and Rasa’il al-Shabbt by al-Hulaywi from a
literary perspective. This is certainly the case with the sampled correspondence.
While previous research and other written material exists on the Tunisian letter
writers al-Hulaywi, Abt al-Qasim al-Shabbi (d. 1353/1934), and Muhammad
al-Bashriish (d. 1363/1944), such research has a primarily biographical/biblio-
graphical and literary historical focus.?? The same can be said with regard to the
Moroccan letter writers al-Stisi, Ibrahim ibn Ahmad (d. 1411/1990), Ahmad
al-Manjrah (d. 1423/2002), and Shaykh al-Tahir ibn Muhammad al-Ifrant (d.
1374/1955).23

Moreover, the letter writers differ in recognition both outside and inside the
Arabic speaking world and hence, with the possible exception of al-Shabbi, they
are probably new authors to many readers, academics and non-academics alike. A
study that juxtaposes al-Illighiyyat and Rasa’il al-Shabbi and the selected letter
writers is also unprecedented.

As a result of using lesser studied, and perhaps lesser known, sources for the
purpose of this literary study on Arabic modern private letters, I also hope to bring
in the perspectives of marginalized or peripheral texts and contribute to the

2 E.g. Karrii (1953; 1961; 1999), Kaba (1997), Ostle (1997) (al-Shabbt), Dawud (2003)
(al-Bashrtish), al-Jazzar (2012) (al-Hulaywi).

3 E.g. al-Hati (n.d.) (al-Ifrant), Carbonell (1995), Boukous (1999), El-Adnani (2007) (al-Siis1),
al-Mar‘ashli (2006: keyword: “al-Tahir ibn Muhammad al-Manjrah”).

21



22

* BROTHERLY LETTERS

decentralization of Arabic literary studies from the Eastern part of the
Arab-Islamic world (the Mashriq) by augmenting the field with Maghribine texts.

1.3 Overview

This dissertation is divided into Part I: Background, Part II: Method, and Part I11:
Analysis. Part I constitutes the backdrop that aims to introduce the reader to a brief
historical background on the Arabic word risalah (‘letter’) and its synonyms, and
to letter writing as an enterprise within a pre-modern and early modern context.
Part I also contains an outline of the formal poetics of the pre-modern and modern
Arabic letter. In Part I, the primary material and theoretical framework and
method of the study, together with its working questions, are presented and
discussed. Part 11l begins with a biographical introduction to the letter writers of
the sampled correspondence and then proceeds to the primary analysis of the
letter-corpus. I will be exploring topics of narrative, language (style), thematics,
and intertextuality as they appear in the sampled letter texts, such as literary and
generic conventions, masculinity, characterization, and illness narratives.>* The
analysis is followed by a concluding discussion in relation to the results yielded by
the analysis.

2 See, for example, “The Setting, the Action, the Writer, and the Writing” (§ 7.1.1),
“Masculine Performances and Self-Making” (§ 7.1.4 and § 7.2.7), “Dialogs and the Illusion
of Mimesis” (§ 7.1.2), “Characters’ Dynamics: Mythicizing Discourse” (§ 7.2.1), and
“Stories of the Body: Illness and Physical Health” (§ 7.2.5).
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2. A Historical Perspective on the Arabic
Letter

This chapter aims to present a brief historical background to the Arabic letter as
both a term and a social enterprise in a pre-modern and modern context. The
chapter opens up with a discussion of the meaning(s) of the word risalah and its
development and synonyms (§ 2.1) before moving on to the discussion of Arabic
letter writing as a historical phenomenon from ca. 750 to the early 20" century (§
2.2).

2.1 The Word Risalah and its Development and Synonyms

The root r-s-1, from which the word risalah (pl. rasa’il) is derived, carries many
meanings which have been thoroughly explored within the Arabic lexicographical
tradition. But, as Ghanim Jawad Rida suggests,>> one may reasonably consult the
definition transmitted in the dictionary of Muhammad ibn Ya‘qiib al-Firtizabadt
(d. 817/1415) that reads “/al-JRasal [...] : denotes a ‘herd’ or ‘flock’ of anything,
and its plural is ‘arsalfun]’; a herd like that of camels or sheep.”?® Added to this,
we find the saying: “They sent out (arsali) their camels to the watering place in
herds (irsalan)” (arsalii ibilahum ilé al-ma’ irsalan [ay qita ‘an]),?” which further
accentuates the meaning of ‘mission,” and in extension, ‘missive,” ‘message,” and
‘envoy.’?® According to Arazi and Ben-Shammay,? the word risdlah originally
signified an orally transmitted message, and its linkage to the spoken [message]
remained strong throughout the pre-Islamic and early Islamic periods — up to and
including the Umayyad period. That is not to say that the Arab culture of
pre-Islamic and early Islamic times was completely devoid of any practice of
writing and scripture, but rather that the culture has been described as a
predominantly oral one, or one in which orality and aurality took precedence over

2 Rida (2013: 13).

26 al-Firtizabadi (1998: keyword: “al-rasal”).

27 Refer to Lisan al- arab of Tbn Manzir (1955: keyword: “r-s-1”). This example was also used
by Rida (2013: 13).

28 Cf. Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “risala”).

2 In Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “risala”). Cf. Rida (2013: 15).



26

* BROTHERLY LETTERS

written literacy. The general limited availability and spread of the written word are
likewise likely to have been contributing and decisive factors for the letter’s strong
connection to orality (and aurality).>°

Over the course of history, several synonymous words for risalah in the sense
of ‘missive; letter,” whether oral or written, have been used. In Bahjat al-majalis
wa-uns al-mujalis (‘The Joy of Concourse and the Pleasure of Company’) by Ibn
‘Abd al-Barr (d. 463/1071), we find the utterance of Ibn al-AnbarT (d. 328/869)
that the terms rasiil, rasil, and risalah share the same meaning (sawa’, lit. ‘[are]
equal; same’),’! that is, that of ‘missive; letter.” The usage of rasil/ — which
commonly signifies ‘messenger’ — in the sense of ‘missive; letter’ is found, for
example, in the following verse by Kuthayyir ‘Azzah (d. 105/723): “The slanderers
are liars, for I have not confided in them any secret nor have I sent them any letter
(rasul)” (lagad kadhaba I-washina ma bubtu ‘indahum bi-sirrin, wa-la
arsaltuhum bi-rasil).>? Other synonymous words for ‘letter’ are alitkah (also aliik,
ma lukah, and ma ‘luk), denoting an oral message, kitab (pl. kutub), mukatabah (pl.
mukatabat), and rug ‘ah (pl. riga ' [modern usage: ruga 1).>* As noted by Gully, the
term maktib (pl. maktiibat) was generally not used; however, it appears more
frequently in the modern period.*

2.2 A Brief Background to Arabic Letter Writing as an
Enterprise

2.2.1 Pre-Modernity (ca. 750-1500CE)

Correspondence or letter writing, farassul, became an integral part of what is
known as the science or tradition of inshd’, which can be traced back to the end of
the Umayyad period (r. 661-750).%3 The term insha’ strictly means ‘composition’
or ‘construction,” and was primarily used to refer to official (“state”) documents,
diplomatic papers, (private and official) letters, and later, various style manuals
(including letter manuals). However, the term insha’ has also been understood

30" For a thorough study on the history of reading and processes of textualization in the

pre-modern Arab world, see Hirschler (2012). For literacy in pre-Islamic times, see also
Rida (2013: 27-31).

31 See Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr (1981: 277).

32 Another variant reads “bi-rasil” instead of “bi-rasil” and “bi-layld” instead of “bi-sirrin”.
See Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr (1981: 277).

3 See Gully (2008: 1-2); Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “risala”); Rida (2013: 13-25).

3 Gully (2008: 2).

35 Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “insha’”).
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more broadly as “the act of creating something [original] without following a
model,”*¢ in the words of the Egyptian scholar and chancery clerk in the Mamluk
administration, Abii al-‘Abbas Ahmad al-Qalqashand1 (d. 821/1418). When it
comes to pre-modern letter writing as a genre, there exist two main categories:
private or personal letters, known as rasa’il ikhwaniyyah or ikhwaniyyar’’ (lit.
‘brotherly letters’),® and official letters, known as rasa’il diwaniyyah
(‘administrative/chancery letters’).>

The exact origin of the insha’ tradition and its developmental phases is not yet
established. However, the probable answer is that its forerunners and influencers
existed in the diplomatic and commercial documents that were utilized during the
time of the Prophet Muhammad in Mecca, as well as in Persian and Byzantine
documentary and chancery traditions.*® Moreover, it is not yet certain when the
term insha’ first came into use, but its practice as a craft — in terms of creating
(model) letters and manuals — is widely attributed to the well-known chief
secretary of Marwan II (r. 744-749),*! “Abd al-Hamid ibn Yahya (d. ca. 132/750).
Within the Arabic epistolographic tradition, ‘Abd al-Hamid ibn Yahy4 acts as a
central figure who marked the heightening status of the secretary, known as the
katib (lit. “writer’).*

3 Quoted in Gully (2008: 15).

37 NB: Hachmeier (2002b: 141-142) and Gully (2008: 14) differentiates between what are
labeled as ‘private letters’ and what are known as ikhwaniyyat. The former, according to
Hachmeier, deal with serious “real life” matters and are not centered on the theme and
literary treatment of friendship, which according to Hachmeier is a distinctive feature of
ikhwaniyyat. However, Arazi and Ben Shammay (Bearman et al. [2012: keyword: “risala])
uses the term ikhwaniyyat as an encompassing generic category for private or unofficial
letters. Here, I adopt the view of Arazi and Ben Shammay. I believe that this view is more
practical in a situation where an agreed-upon taxonomy does not exist (historically and
currently) and I am also doubtful that such a clear distinction between “real” private letters
and literary ones existed within a pre-modern context (cf. Greek and Roman “real” and
literary private letters) (Hachmeier, 2002b: 143).

Indeed, the title of this study is a wordplay on the English meaning of the word
al-ikhwaniyyat. However, this is not to suggest or argue for a diachrony with respect to the
ikhwaniyyat-genre and its entrance into the modern era, which is a topic that this study does
not delve into and which would require a formal comparative study.

Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “risala”).

Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “insha’”).

‘Abd al-Hamid al-Katib was assigned this position in the year 114/732, during Marwan II’s
governance of Armenia and Adharbayjan. He remained at Marwan II’s service during his
whole reign as Caliph up until his death in the year 132/750, after which ‘Abd al-Hamid
al-Katib was soon assassinated at the hands of the Abbasids.

42 Gully (2008: 12) and Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “insha’”).

38

39
40
41
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The term katib (pl. kuttab), in this context, is an umbrella term for all the civil
servants — regardless of rank — who provided governmental services within the
chancery (diwan [al-rasa’illal-mukatabah]). Thus, katib refers to clerks,
secretaries, and directors of all positions up to and including the highest one, the
chief secretary, who worked within the governmental administration that was
responsible for producing letters and documents on the government’s behalf.*
While it seems that the government closely surveyed this apparatus in most cases,
it is important to note that the written documents that the secretaries produced often
travelled outside of the governmental institutions, which undeniably poses the
question of whether such documents were written with a larger public in mind, as
argued by Shawkat M. Toorawa:

Letters were composed for a wider readership, circulating beyond the (two)
correspondents. Indeed, the letter and epistle in Arabic, as in many other literary
traditions, became a literary form and conceit through which one could instruct,
inform, announce, and criticize.*

This also indicates that a generally effective postal service (barid) was put into
place. Although a well-known and used state apparatus already during
pre-Umayyad times, the official postal service became one of the most important
institutions operated by the government from the beginning of the Abbasid period
(r. 762-1258). Although the postal service suffered from some disorganization
and difficulties during the Buyid (r. 934-1062) and Seljuk (r. 1037-1194)
dynasties, it was later recovered by the Mamluks (r. 1250-1517).4

In relation to the circulation of official documents in other (cultural) spheres of
society, Muhsin J. Al-Musawi and H. R. Roemer speak of the chancery’s
influential cultural capital. Al-Musawi and Roemer indicates that the chancery
played a major role in the institutionalization or codification and centralization of
the prosaic literary enterprise, which affected the style and conventions of later
Arabic prose.’

Moreover, the image of the secretaries is a contested one and it appears that
there existed conflicts (of interest) between these civil servants and other important
groups within society, most significantly intellectual elites and religious scholars

4 Toorawa (2005: 59-60).

4 Toorawa (2005: 60).

45 Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “barid”).

46 For more on the practicalities of the official postal service, see Bearman et al. (2012:
keyword: “barid”).

47 In Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “insha’”) and Al-Musawi (2015: 177, 218).
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(‘ulama’), at least up until the 10" century.*® Outsiders accused the secretaries of
bad character and corruption, which included favoritism and bribes to upgrade
their administrative rank. I believe that the reasons behind these contentions most
likely had to do with the secretaries’ apparently favorable position in relation to
the ruling power and their material and cultural capital, rather than to some kind
of morality based ethos.

This marks the end of the brief historical background regarding letter writing,
tarassul, as an enterprise in the pre-modern Arab-Islamic world. Below, where the
formal poetics of the Arabic letter is discussed, relevant historical remarks will
continue to be made, including comments on what happened to the insha’ tradition
after the 16" century, that is, during the Ottoman period and up until modernity.

2.2.2 The Nahdah Period (Mid-19™ Century-Early 20" Century)

As with the case of the preceding Ottoman period, there does not exist a substantial
amount of previous research about letter writing as a social enterprise and
phenomenon during this period. Thus, given this current state of the art, it is
important to emphasize the need for more studies with a socio-historical interest
in Arabic letter writing in the second half of the 19" century and in the early 20™
century.

Focusing on the Lebanese-Palestinian writer and poet Mayy Ziyadah (1303-
1360/1886-1941), Boutheina Khaldi provides some valuable clues about
correspondence and letter writing during this period.* Khaldi speaks of “letter

30 which included intellectuals, writers, and

writing as a Nahda productive sphere,
poets from different parts of the Arab world. We may therefore speak of letters as
a medium that facilitated the exchange of ideas and the creation of domestic and
transnational networks of writers, poets, and other figures from the cultural or
intellectual elite. This networking aspect to letter writing may also be gathered and
understood from the correspondence sampled for this study.

Similar to the pre-modern letters that circulated beyond the vicinities of

governmental institutions, the Arab writers and intellectuals that engaged in this

4 Gully (2008: 74, 79-83).

4 Khaldi (2009; 2017).

30 Khaldi (2009: 13). Here, nahdah (lit. ‘rising; awakening’) (Khaldi: Nahda) refers to a
cultural movement that is commonly understood as a “[...]Jrebirth of Arabic literature and
thought under Western influence since the second half of the 19™ century” (Bearman et al.
[2012: keyword: “nahda’]) up until 1920 at the latest, according to Abuldrazzak Patel
(2013: x). The nahdah phenomenon should not be understood as exclusively neo-classicist
nor uncritically Europhilic. See Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “nahda”).
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enterprise during the early 20" century were also aware of the possibility of their
private correspondences entering the public sphere by the means of, for example,
the press or academic institutions.>' As Khaldi asserts, this may mean that (private)
letters were an “audience-oriented communication,” with it being only a question
of time before they were published or shared with a third party.>? Furthermore, in
both the pre-modern and the modern contexts, the apparent ease with which letters
could circulate in society is indicative of a well functioning or, at least, sufficiently
functioning postal service.>?

Additionally, the circulation of letters written by intellectuals and cultural
figures suggests that letters could be utilized as a tool to influence public opinion
on different subject matters. For example, we find that Mayy Ziyadah used her
letters not only as a venue of, but also as an extension of her salon>* (i.e. social or
literary gathering) during the years of its existence (1913-1936) in terms of the
conversations and exchanges of ideas that took place within that venue.’
Therefore, letter writing during this period was not only an intellectual or literary
exercise, but also an effective medium for introducing and discussing ideas and
pressing issues that were deemed relevant for a larger public of readers, such as
issues pertaining to education, science, and religion.>

Although Khaldi provides important insights into the social and transactional
aspects of letter writing during the early 20" century, I do not necessarily agree
with Khaldi’s suggestion that the epistolary network was formed on the basis of
an egalitarian premise that acted as “a significant departure [...] from patriarchal
and hierarchical structures.”’ Such a suggestion would mean that the parties
involved were more or less on par with each other,® regardless of their gender,
religious or denominational affiliations, notoriety (et cetera). I find it more likely
that different types of dynamics, and combinations thereof, were shaped and
entertained within such epistolary networks — as the present study suggests.>

ST Khaldi (2009: 3, 13). As we shall see later when discussing this study’s theoretical
framework (§ 5), this also becomes evident in the correspondence sampled for this study.

2 Khaldi (2009: 13).

53 See Khaldi (2009: 14) and Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “barid”).

% Comparable to the tradition of the majlis (pl. majalis), that is, a hosted literary or social
gathering.

55 Khaldi (2009: 3).

36 Cf. Khaldi (2009: 29).

57 Khaldi (2009: 16).

58 Khaldi (2009: 16).

% See§7.2.1and § 7.2.2.



3. A Formal Poetics of the Arabic Letter

The formalities and conventions that pertain to Arabic prose style vary across time
and space. This was already noted in the 12" century study on prose (nathr) from
the Maghrib and the Mashriq,% titled Ihkam san ‘at al-kalam (‘The Perfection of
the Art of Speech’), by the Andalusian vizier (wazir) from Seville (Ishbiltyyah),
Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Ghafuir al-Kala‘T (d. n/a), a contemporary of the poet Ibn
Bassam al-Shantarin (d. 542/1147). Thus, I recognize that a fully comprehensive
and diachronic account of the Arabic letter’s formal poetics, in different periods
and regions, would yield a complete study on its own.®! Therefore, in this section,
I will present and discuss a few well-known pre-modern (§ 3.1) and early modern
(§ 3.2) theorizations on the art of Arabic letter writing and illustrate key
components with extracts from personal correspondence by both known and
lesser-known letter writers. Due to limitations of space and scope, I will have to
be somewhat selective in this regard.

3.1 Pre-Modern Forms

As an indicator of the subject matter being presented, in the multifunctional,
generic risalah format, al-Kala'T titled his recognized work “Risalat ihkam san ‘at
al-kalam” (‘The Treatise on the Perfection of the Art of Speech’). This quite hazily
chaptered treatise may be divided into two main parts: in the first one, al-Kala‘1
deals with composition (al-insha’; al-Kala‘t: al-kitabah) and its formalities and
protocol (adab), and in the second — and largest — part of his work, he presents the
varieties (durith, sg. darb) of speech (kalam), which he found to be of different

)_62

categories and sub-categories (fusil wa-agsam One main variety that he

distinguishes is tarsil (‘correspondence’),®* about which he writes:

Tarsil — may God strengthen you! — has differed over time and comes in various,
beautiful forms [anwa ', sg. naw ‘]. Here, I have classified them [bawwabtuhda)

€ That is, the (fluidly defined) Western and Eastern parts of the Arab and Islamic world.

1 For studies on Arabic letter writing, see e.g. al-DahrT (2003), Gully (2008), Khan (2008),
and Grob (2010).

2 al-Kala‘1 (1985: 27).

% For the whole chapter on tarsil, see al-Kala‘1 (1985: 103-161).
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and given them specific labels [algab, sg. laqab), so that they may be
distinguished by them and those readers in want of an outline of the true nature
[hagigah] of bayan [clear expression; eloquence] may have their request granted.
Amongst what I have found [of forms] and accordingly labeled are: [1.] The
Unornamented [al- ‘Atil]; [2.] The Ornamented [al-Hali]; [3.] The Branched
[al-Mughassan]; [4.] The Alternated’ [al-Mufassal]; and [5.] The Originated
[al-Mubtada . %

In addition to the above-cited five forms or types of correspondences, al-Kala‘1
also names two other types: al-Masnii® (‘The Skillfully Arranged’) and
al-Murassa‘ (‘The Inlayed’).% For the compositional formulary, the reader has to
return to the first part of the treatise, where al-Kala ‘1 presents its basic components.
However, a discussion on the conclusion (khitam) is seemingly missing, a feature
also noted by Adrian Gully (2008) when presenting the five fundamental pillars
(arkan, sg. rukn) of composition,®® as formulated by Diya’ al-Din ibn al-Athir (d.
630/1233). This absence may be explained by the lack of preceding theory and
elaboration on the conclusion, khitam, in the literature dealing with Arabic
epistolography.®’

It should be noted, once more, that the contents and style of each component,
their sequence, and even their presence, varies depending on contextual factors,
such as time, place, and occasion. Furthermore, the components may — perhaps
more often than not — merge into one another. I have drawn out the formulary

768

according to al-Kala'1®® as follows, with my own additional illustrations from

private letters:

1. The heading/addressation, al- unwdan, e¢.g. “From so-and-so” (min fulan)
or “From so-and-so to so-and-so” (min fulan ild fulan), with appropriate
honorifics added.

2. The exordium, al-istiftah, which is exemplified by the basmalah (i.e.
bismillah [al-rahman al-rahim], ‘In the name of God [, the Most Gracious,
the Most Merciful]).

3. The salutation upon the Prophet, al-salah ‘ald al-nabt, which can take a
variety of wordings, e.g. “May the peace and blessings of God be upon

64 al-Kala‘t (1985: 103).

% For al-Masnii ‘, see al-Kala‘T (1985: 121-134), and for al-Murassa ', see al-Kala‘1 (1985:
134-145).

% bn al-Athir (1960: 96-99).

7 Gully (2008: 133-134).

6 al-Kala'T (1985: 103-161).
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Muhammad” (wa-salld Allah ‘ala Muhammad wa-sallama tasliman), and
“[In the name of God, the Most Gracious, the most Merciful,] and with
salutations upon His Prophet” ([bismillah al-rahman al-rahim,] wa-bi-al-
salah ‘ald rasilihi wa-al-taslim).%

. The initial part of the letter, sudiir al-rasa’il. Here, it is recommended

that the letter writer alludes to the objective (al-gharad al-madhkir) of the
letter. In the onset of a letter of reproach ( itab) and threat (tahdid), the
Maghribine Islamic judge (qadin) and poet Ibn ‘Umayrah al-Makhztmi (d.
658/1259) hints at what is to come: “My dear friend, whose love I have been
nourished with and due to whom, and his father, I have duly suffered [...]”
(Ayyuha I-khillu lladht bi-hubbihi ghudhdhit, wa-fihi wa-fi abthi udhit [...])

. The transition [from the initial part to the objective], al-takhallus [min

al-sudir ila al-gharad al-madhkir], which may take the following
division, or a merger thereof: a) Initiatory discourse, ibtida’ al-khitab, e.g.
“I write [to you]...” (katabtu), “My/our letter [to you]...” (wa-kitabi;
wa-kitabind). As an example, Ibn ‘Umayrah writes: “I write this letter as
love and languish — as you know — are that from which my heart trembles
[...]” (katabtuhu wa-l-waddu kama tadri, wa-sh-shawqu mimma yajishu
bi-hi sadri [...]);° b) Confirmation [of the arrival of a letter], radd
al-jawab, e.g. “[Your letter] has arrived” (wa-wasala [kitabuka],
wa-warada [kitabuka]). al-Kala‘'1 provides the following example: “His
gracious letter arrived — may God bestow upon him good fortune and
augment his glory!” (wasala — wasala llahu sa ‘dahu, wa-aththala majdahu
— kitabuhu I-karim).

. The invocation, al-du ‘@’, which according to al-Kala‘1 should be brief in

order to avoid redundancy; however, floridity may be in place when writing
to a king or an emir (amir). In a letter from the Andalusian vizier Ibn Ab1
al-Khisal Muhammad al-Ghafiqi (d. 540/1146) to his friend, the vizier Abii
Bakr Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Lakhmi (d. 536/1142), he made the
following prayer: “May God prolong the existence of my Commander
(amir) and my Leader (imam), whom I obey out of fear and love [...]” (atala
llahu baga’a amiri wa-imamf lladht utt ‘uhu khawfan wa-wuddan [ ...]).!

% For these generic examples and others, see al-Kala'1 (1985: 64-67).
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al-Lakhm al-Sabt1 (2013: 215).
al-Dayah (1987): 51.
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7. The greeting, al-saldm, which is deemed commendable (mustahabb), and
its reply obligatory (wajib).”” In a philiatic (“brotherly”) letter, Ibn
‘Umayrah al-Makhztimi (d. 658/1259) greets his addressee with the
following words: “For you especially [...] Greetings! As that from a brother
of yours, whom your mother never gave birth to, or [as that of] a father that
holds you in his comforting embrace” (fakhussuka [ ...] tahiyyatu akhin laka
lam talid[hu] ummuka, aw abin bayna ahna’i d-dulii’i yadummuk).”

8. The discourse, al-khitab, which al-Kala‘1 divides into three typological
categories, and where one typology’s precedence over another is context
dependent: a) Verbiage, al-ishab; b) Brevity, al-jjaz; c¢) Balance,
al-musawah.

In al-Mathal al-sa’ir fi adab al-katib wa-al-sha ‘ir (‘The Current Model for the
Literary Discipline of the Scribe and the Poet’), Ibn al-Athir soberly assures the
reader that, while composition — in addition to its five pillars — has several
[stylistic] conditions (shard’it, sg. sharitah); the scribe is not expected to bring
them all forth in one single letter. Instead, each one of them should be displayed
on the appropriate occasion.” The five necessary pillars of any composition of
significance,” in the view of Ibn al-Athir, may however be presented as a
comparison to the formulary of al-Kala‘T:

1. The exordium, al-matla ‘', which, as with al-Kala‘1’s formulary, could
allude to the intent (magsad) of letter, or be built upon a sense of
originality and elegance.

2. The invocation, al-du ‘@’, which should be formulated in the initial part
of the letter (sadr al-kitab) and likewise hinge on the intent of the letter.

3. The transition [of ideas], al-takhallug, concerns the scribe’s movement
from one idea (ma ‘nan, pl. ma ‘anin) to another and the necessary
interlinkage between them.

4. Expressions, al-alfaz (sg. lafz), should consist of common, but not
over-used (nor outlandish), phraseology. Ibn al-Athir further explains

72 al-Kala‘1 gives the jurisprudential opinion that replying to the salam (i.e. the Islamic

greeting) generally is a religious obligation.
73 al-Lakhmi al-Sabtt (2013: 194).
7 Tbn al-Athir (1960: 96).
> Tbn al-Athir (1960: 96-99).
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that these common expressions should be fashioned in a way that
appears unique.

5. Quranic or Prophetic concept(s), of which the scribe should utilize at
least one in the letter. Ibn al-Athir also emphasizes that this rukn is
reserved for the scribe and does not concern the poet. Moreover,
prosification/paraphrasing (hal/l) seems to be the preferred method,
rather than quotation/inclusion (tadmin). As an example of this
epistolary component, we may take the prime example of the secretary
of Marwan II, ‘Abd al-Hamid al-Katib, who, again, is widely considered
to be the founder of Arabic epistolary style:”®

[1.] sa’a ma kasabat yadahu, [2.] wa-ma llahu bi-zallamin bi-I-'abid [1. and 2.,
rephrasing of either Q3:182 or Q22:10], [3.] wa-bi 'sa-mda sawwalat lahu nafsuhu
l-ammaratu bi-s-sii’i [rephrased combination of Q12:18; 58], [4] wa-llahu min
wara ihi bi-I-mirsad [rephrasing of Q89:14], [5.] wa-saya lamu lladhina zalamii
ayya mungqalabin yangqalibiin [bold to indicate direct quotation from Q26:
22717

[1.] Evil is that which his two hands has earned [2.] and God is never unjust to
His servants [1. and 2., rephrasing of either Q3:182 or Q22:10]. [3.] Low indeed
is that which his evil-commanding soul has insinuated to him [rephrased
combination of QI2:18; 58] [4.] and God is Ever Watchful behind him
[rephrasing of Q89:14]. [5.] And those who have wronged are going to know to
what [kind of] return they will be returned [direct quotation from Q26: 227].7

It would be almost impossible to discuss pre-modern Arabic epistolography
without a mention of the Egyptian scholar and chancery clerk al-Qalqashandi. His
grand Subh al-a ‘sha fi sind ‘at al-insha’ (‘The Dawn for the Blind on the Craft of
Composition’) (completed in 814/1411) is one of the last contributions to the genre
of administrative literature during this period.” Subh al-a ‘shd is a work of
encyclopedic and instructional character that caters for all the theoretical and
practical knowledge that a secretary might need for his profession. The work is

76
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See Wadad al-Qadi’s (1998) book chapter, “The impact of the Qur’an on the epistolography
of ‘Abd al-Hamid,” for a study of the various textual Quranic occurances in the epistolary
style of ‘Abd al-Hamid al-Katib. Also see the elaborate study of Ihsan ‘Abbas (1988: 25-88)
in his critical edition of the letters of ‘Abd al-Hamid, as well as the encyclopedic entry in
Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “‘Abd al-Hamid”).

‘Abbas (1988: 236). This extract is also used as an illustration in al-Qad1 (1998: 299).

The English translation of Q26:227 is by Saheeh International (2004 [1997]: 365). See The
Qur’an: English Meanings.

See van Berkel (2009: 331-340). For selections of Subk al-a ‘shd translated into English, see
Abdelhamid and El-Toudy (2017).
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unique and significant in the sense that it contains specimens of letters and
documents extending from the time of the first Caliphs up until the time of the
author, from both the Mashriq and the Maghrib, which may provide insights into
changes that occurred in epistolary formulae and style over time.%°

With 14 published volumes and close to 3000 edited pages,® it would be
impossible to give an account on Subh al-a ‘sha that would do it justice in this
limited space. Without diminishing the significance of this work, it perhaps will
suffice to say that, apart from the great number of letters and documents,® it does
not bring much new or diverging substance to the genre of epistolography and
administrative literature.

Following Subh al-a ‘sha, we find two other chancery manuals that have been
deemed the last works of this sort that had Arabic as their administrative
language:®* first, one by the son of al-Qalgashandi, Najm al-Din Muhammad
al-Qalqashand1 (d. 876/1471), titled Qala’id al-juman fi mustalah mukatabat
al-zaman (‘The Pearl Necklaces regarding the Conventions of Contemporary
Correspondence’), and another one by the title Kitab al-magsad al-rafi’,
al-mansha’ al-hadrt ila sind‘at al-insha’ (‘The High Objective: The Guiding
Source to Composition) by Baha’ al-Din Muhammad al-Khalidi al- ‘Umari (9"/15%
century). When the Mamliiks of Egypt and Syria were defeated by Selim I (r. 512—
1520) between the years 1516 and 1517, and in connection to Selim I’s
establishment of the Ottoman Empire, the executive language of the administration
was now replaced by Turkish for the centuries to come. The new language policy
within the administration implies that the role of Arabic letter writing became
marginalized, at least on an official level.

3.2 Early Modern and Modern Forms

Before setting out to discuss modern letter writing, it might be fitting to first say a
few words about composition (insha’), and epistolography more specifically,
during the preceding Ottoman period.

80 See Fleet et al. (2014: keyword: “Chancery manuals™).

81 al-Qalqashandi (1922).

82 For the section on private letters (ikhwaniyyat), beginning with the time of the Salaf, the
first three generations of Muslims, and moving forward, see al-Qalqashandi (1922, vol 8:
126-233).

As noted in Bearman et al. (2014: keyword: “Chancery manuals”).

Bearman et al. (2014: keyword: “Chancery manuals™).
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The surviving works from this period are either few or undiscovered and
inadequately studied.®®> They are, however, crucial for studying, albeit
speculatively, the extent to which pre-Ottoman epistolary style and protocol lives
on in later works, although, because of this void, it is of course difficult to assess
the significance as well as the original production of this genre during this period.

In Gully’s study, we find mentions of works such as Badi ‘ al-insha’ wa-al-sifat
T al-mukatabat wa-al-murdsalat (‘The Singularity of Epistolary Style and the
Facets of Correspondence’) (1874)3%¢ by the Egyptian scholar MurT al-Karmi
al-Maqdist (n/a-1033/n/a-1623/4), al-‘Ajab al- ‘ujab fima yufidu al-kuttab (‘The
Wonder of Wonders in That Which Benefits the Scribes’),” by Ahmad ibn
Muhammad al-Yamani al-Shirwani, and an anonymous work by the name Kitab
majmii* al-rasa’il wa-ghayr dhalik (‘The Collection of Letters and Miscellany”)
(dated 11%/17% century), which is an example of other aggregated works from this
period containing letters.®

When looking into the formal poetics of the Arabic letter in the modern era, I
have primarily consulted the following sources: Badi ‘al-insha’ by al-Karmt; Kitab
insha’ Hasan al- ‘Attar (‘Hasan al-"Attar’s Manual on Composition”) (1860/1861
[earlier published 1826?])* by the scholar of Maghribine origin Hasan al-‘Attar
(1180-1250/1766-1834/5); and al-Shihab al-thaqib fi sina‘at al-katib (The
Shooting Star on the Art of the Writer’) (1889 [2™ ed.]),’° by the linguist and writer
Sa‘1d al-KhiirT al-Sharttint (1264-1331/1849-1912), who is also considered one of
the last contributors to the Arabic epistolographic genre.’!

Published in the first half of the 19" century in Cairo, al-‘Attar’s manual on
composition comprises various texts, both borrowed and original ones. His work
includes letter models customized and deemed to be appropriate for a particular
addressee, such as a judge (gadin), a Shaykh of a Sufi order (shaykh tarigah), a
grammarian (‘alim nahawt), an emir, or a vizier. He also provides models for how

8 Gully (2008: 19-20).

8  The British Library holds a copy of the second edition of this work, published in 1882 by

the same publishing house (Asitane-i Aliyye [Istanbul]: Matba‘at al-Jawanib).

First published in Calcutta in the year 1813. For other editions, see e.g. the Mazhar

al-'Aja’ib 3" edition (Calcutta, 1866).

88 Gully (2008: 19-20).

8 See the imprint of the Matbaat Biilaq edition (Cairo, 1826) from the British Library.

% The first edition from this publishing house came out in the year 1884 (Beirut: Matba‘at
al-Aba’ al-Mursalin al-Yasii ‘Tyin).

o1 Gully (2008: 21).
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to write a response upon receiving a letter by some of these addressees.”? The
manual also contains a longer sequence of models on brotherly letters,”* as well a
love letter.”* Besides letters, al-‘Attar incorporated exemplary models of other
formats, such as book chapters on different subjects, licenses (ijazah, pl. ijazat),
sermons (khutbah, pl. khutab), and poetry.

As recognized by Gully, his work, together with the earlier formulary by
al-Karmi, demonstrates continuity in epistolary composition with the formularies
found in pre-Ottoman literature.”> However, Gully suggests that the prevalent
usage of thymed prose, sqj ‘, had already become a “dead end” at the time of
al-Karmi (i.e. the 17" century), though it would take another 250 years or so for
the style to be forsaken within administration.”® Regarding this matter, one may
perhaps say that saj ‘ rather became a victim of automatization that made it, for a
long time, function as an “automatic stock” within a stylistic paradigm, and which
came to be viewed by later “modernist” writers as a sign of deterioration. Thus,
writers sought to renovate and deautomatize their epistolary style.”” However, the
style of saj ‘ continued to be used by letter writers in the modern period outside the
administrative spheres.”®

Moving to al-Shihab al-thdqib, al-Shartini gives not only appropriate and
applicable examples of phraseology and model letters to various addressees, such
as a cardinal (kardinal), a bishop (usquf), one’s mother, or a peer, as well as a range
of letter subjects, he also outlines six basic elements in a letter’s structure:*

1. The initiatory part, al-sadr, which according to al-Shartlini is the place for
titles and honorifics, and which should appropriately praise the addressee in
accordance with their social and/or ecclesiastical/religious rank and the
convention of the time. For example, a priest should be addressed as “The

2 E.g. the responses to an eloquent writer and to a noble scholar (al-Attar [1860/1861: 38-40,

47-49]).
%3 al-“Attar (1860/1861: 68-104; see also 163, 188).
% al-‘Attar (1860/1861: 116).
% Gully (2008: 19).
% Gully (2008: 19).
7 For a more elaborated definition of automatization and deautomatization, see Sebeok (1986,
vol. 1: 66-67). Cf. Snir (2017: 3, 176-177, 181, 200, 208, 210).
The correspondence between Muhammad al-Mukhtar al-Siist and Shaykh al-Tahir al-Ifrani
is a clear example of modern letter writers who incorporate elements of saj * into their
epistolary style, even if inconsistently.
% See al-Shartiini (1889: 10-19).
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Reverend Father” (al-ab al-jalil al-khiir?) and a brother, or a peer, as “[To]
my respected brother” (ild janab [or hadrat) [sayyidi] akhi).'*

2. The beginning, al-ibtida’, which contains greetings and assertions that
should be characterized by conciseness and succinctness.

3. The objective, al-gharad al-magqsiid, refers to the reason for writing the
letter and it constitutes the chief support (‘umdah) of any letter. Here, the
letter writer must demonstrate and establish his objective, otherwise the
purpose of the letter will escape the reader and the subject matter become
distorted.

4. The completion, al-khitam, which should contain a brief summation of the
purport of the letter and is often ended with an invocation.

5. Signature, al-imda’, which, in the words of al-Shartiini, is the name of the
letter writer that functions as a mark of the letter’s originator and an
assurance of its contents.

6. Date, al-tartkh, which should always be accompanied by the name of the
place from which the letter has been issued in order to secure the conveyance
of a potential reply. If the letter emanates from a large city, the quarter
(mahallah), together with its numeral (‘adad), must also be specified. This
also applies to commercial quarters (aswag, sg. siigq).

While the first three sections are similar to the pre-modern ways of opening or
initiating the epistolary discourse, sections 4-6 show a concern for the formalities
of completing this discourse, which is missing in pre-modern epistolographic
theory. Gully recognizes that it is mostly due to al-Shartiini’s work that the
relationship between composition (insha’) and epistolography was kept alive in
the early modern era.!®" Although the letter models found in al-Shihab al-thaqib
may share stylistic features with pre-modern letters, Gully concludes that this
important work of al-ShartlinT “displays more similarities with the popularised
epistolary manuals of French society than it does with the formal, somewhat rigid
formulae found in al-Qalqashand1’s [al-Qalqashandi] work, for example.”!% Thus,
in this case, we seem to be confronted with an attempt to unify two epistolographic
traditions — the Arab-Islamic insha’ tradition and 19" century French letter writing

100 For these examples and more, see al-Sharttini (1889: 10-13).
101" Gully (2008: 20). See also Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “al-Shart{in1”).
102 Gully (2008: 20).
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3

— or, alternatively, to “renovate” the older of the two.!® al-Shartiini — himself

belonging to the conservative camp of Arab linguists and philologists of the

—104

nahdah, like Butrus al-Bustant and Nasif al-Yaziji ** — nevertheless writes, when

presenting the second part of the epistolary structure, that:

Our contemporaries have a tendency to emulate the Arabs of former times in their
condensation of the exordium and their hurry to proceed to the purpose
[al-marim] of the letter. Although, due to the habitual course of fate, when it
comes to the ruler and his subject, a great majority of them believe that this is a

European technique [tarigah firanjiyyah) from which their love for succinctness

and imitation has risen.'®

al-ShartlinT makes a comment of a similar nature when presenting the fourth part
of a letter, where he writes that these conventions of the khitam are also found in
historical letters, whether we are dealing with scholarly (‘ilmiyyah) or disputatious
(jadaliyyah) letters.'° He notes that the fifth part (al-imda’) can also be found in
pre-modern letters, although in a slightly different fashion, where the letter opens
with the name of the letter writer followed by the name of the addressee.!” This
convention is not only shared by both pre-Islamic and later Muslim letter writers,
but is also the style of the Apostolic letters, such as the first epistle of Paul to
Timothy: “From Paul an Apostle of Jesus Christ, by the commandment of God our
Savior, and of Jesus Christ our hope, unto Timothy my true son in faith [...]” (min
Bilus rasiul Yasi * al-masth bi-amr Allah mukhallisind wa-al-masth Yasii ‘raja’inda
ild Timiitawus al-ibn al-sadiq fi al-iman).'*

On the dialectics of Arab and non-Arab epistolary tradition, al-Shartiini further
asserts that, for the ancients, it used to be customary to address the single recipient
of a letter by their personal pronoun, rather than by a “royal” you (i.e. a second
person plural form).!% The latter convention, he argues, was later adopted by Arab

13 In connection to this, it is worth mentioning that, in one of his letters, Muhammad

al-Hulaywi compares his correspondence with Abii al-Qasim al-Shabbi to the

correspondence that took place between the two French writers Alphonse de Lamartine (d.

1869) and Charles Augustine Sainte-Beuve (d. 1869) (al-Hulaywi [1966: 124]). Although,

in this case, perhaps more so in terms of the correspondence’s ethos and pathos than of its

formal aspects.

Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “al-Shartiini™).

105 al-Shartiini (1889: 13-14).

106 al-Shartint (1889: 14).

107 al-ShartiinT (1889: 14).

18 English translation based on the translated Bible quote in al-Shartiini (1889: 14). Cf. 1599
Geneva Bible (GNV), 1 Timothy 1.1-2.

109 al-ShartiinT (1889: 15).
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writers at some point, probably under the influence of and in contact with
non-Arabs, like the Turks and the Europeans. al-Shartiini is a clear propagator of
the former, which he deems to be the most natural and appropriate form of address,
and hence, it is also the style that he himself adopted in his own letters:

I recognize the former as a return to the old practice [al-istildh al-qadim]; it is
what the natural disposition [of man] dictates [talgin al-sajiyyah] and within the
boundaries of courtesy [adab]. Thus, I have followed this practice in my own

letters. However, whoever wants to persist in adhering to the latter, despotic

practice [al-istilah al-fashi] should not have this held against him.!''

As regards the insertion of dates, al-ShartiinT asserts that this too was a known
practice in pre-modern letter writing. However, within the Arabic tradition, writers
used to place the date at the very end of the letter (fi asfal al-kitab), considering
that it was viewed as surplus rather than necessary, compared to the European
tradition, where the date was placed at the top of the letter (fi a ld al-kitab), which
seems to indicate the writers’ greater concern with recording dates.!!! By the time
of the author, it seems that many writers had endorsed the European way of dating
and, once more, al-Shartlin carefully reassures the reader that there is no blame in
matters of practice or convention (istilah).''?

The extent of such preferences is of course difficult to assess when most of the
available letters are found in published or critical editions, in which case the
editorial work does not have to be faithful to the original layout of the letters. As
an exception, we find pictures of the actual letter manuscripts in al-Shu lah
al-zarqa’ (‘The Blue Flame’) (published 1984), containing private letters from the
Lebanese-American writer and visual artist Jibran Khalil Jibran (1300-1349/1883-
1931) to Mayy Ziyadah. The pictures clearly show that this particular letter writer
alternated between the two conventions, but with what seems to be a preference
for the older practice of placing the date at the end of the letter in connection to his
signature (imda’).''> As one might also expect, and despite dating apparently
becoming a more accentuated feature in modern letter writing, not everyone was
as diligent in this task. The Egyptian writer Tawfiq al-Hakim (1315-1407/1898-
1987) readily notes, in the preface of Zahrat al-‘umr (‘Flower of Life’), a
correspondence between him and a French friend (first published 1943), that “[...]

10 a]-Shartiint (1889: 15).

11 See al-Sharttint (1889: 19). For dating, dates, and eras in the pre-Islamic and Islamic world,
see Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “ta’rikh”).

12 al-Shartiint (1889: 19).

13 For the section of the manscripts, see Jibran (1984: 179-281).
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it is my obligation to point out that I unfortunately discovered that the majority of
the letters are not dated.”!!*

In summary, this section has demonstrated a continuity in modern epistolary
composition with the formularies found in pre-Ottoman epistolary composition as
they are presented in epistolographic sources from each period. However, this is
not without exception. The most apparent difference is the prevalent usage of saj *
in pre-modern epistolary composition, which was replaced with prose (nathr)
within the administrative spheres, although sqj * continued, to some extent, to be

used outside the administrative spheres.

114 al-Haktm (1998?: 15).
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4. Primary Material

This chapter provides a broad description of the primary material of this study. The
focus is on presenting the published editions from which the letter-corpus was
sampled and commenting on the editorial transparency in Rasa il al-Shabbi and
al-Illighiyyat (§ 4.1). The chapter also elaborates on the sampling procedure that
generated the letter-corpus of the study (§ 4.2), the representativity and
generalizability of the letter-corpus (§ 4.2.2), and a brief synopsis of each sampled
correspondence (§ 4.3).

4.1 The Published Editions and Editorial Transparency

This section presents each of the two works, Rasa il al-Shabbi and al-1llighiyyat,
separately and discusses the way in which the author-editors Muhammad
al-Hulayw1 and Muhammad al-Mukhtar al-SiisT expound (or do not expound) on
their editorial work with the manuscript originals and transcriptions of the letters.

4.1.1 Rasa’il al-Shabbt

In year 1966, the letter collection titled Rasa ‘il al-Shabbi (‘al-Shabbi’s Letters’)!!
was first published in Tunis. It was compiled by the poet Abt al-Qasim al-Shabbi1’s
close friend, the writer Muhammad al-Hulaywi, about thirty years after his death.
This work incorporates the letters that were exchanged between al-Hulaywi,
al-Shabbi, and their mutual friend, the writer Muhammad al-Bashriish, from 1929
up until the death of al-Shabbt in 1934. In the introduction to the collection,
al-Hulayw1 lists four reasons for postponing the letters’ entry into the public
sphere:

1. the private nature of the letters, through which the three friends could speak
freely about personal and public matters;

115 al-Hulaywi, Muhammad (ed.) (1966), Rasd il al-Shabbi. Tunis: Dar al-Maghrib al-‘ Arabi
(206 pp.).
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2. the letters speak about individuals, both friends and foes, some of whom
still were alive and others who had passed away but still had many ardent
followers and sympathizers;

3. the fact that the letters represent a time of the letter writers’ youth that was
marked by fervor, spontaneity, and rebelliousness towards individuals,
outlooks, and social phenomena, which does not necessarily reflect the
views and manners of at least one of the letter-writers — al-Hulayw1 — at the
time of the letters’ publication;

4. the worry that he (al-Hulayw1) might be unjustly charged of opportunism if

his own letters were also included alongside the letters by al-Shabbi. !¢

Although al-Hulaywi writes that the sole purpose of his own letters is to
contextualize al-Shabbi’s letters and provide necessary details regarding the
circumstances, motives, and reasons behind the letters, he feared that people might
take their inclusion in the collection as a means of personal gain or as an attempt
to place himself on the same level as the hailed al-Shabbi.!'” A humble effort,
indeed, to diminish the independent value of these letters.

Thus, the main concerns that kept these personal letters hidden from the public
eye for over three decades seems to have been their potential reception by the
public and its reverberations. This also suggests to us that the contents of the letters
may have stirred up a variety of emotions in their readers, to whom the ideological
contestations and breaches of the Arab world in the early 20" century were still
alive and kicking. Accordingly, a project like Rasa’il al-Shabbi was initially
perceived as controversial enough to be put on hold until the right time had arrived.
In a nota bene at the beginning of the collection, al-Hulayw1 nevertheless mentions
occasions when some of al-Shabbt’s letters had been published prior to Rasa il

al-Shabbt in issues of Tunisian journals and newspapers:'!8

Letter No. 3, published almost in its entirety in the journal al-Afkar
(‘Reflections’) (November 1936).

Letter No. 25, published in the journal a/-Nadwah (‘The Forum’) (October 1953)

Letter No. 8, published in the newspaper al-Zaytinah (‘Zaytinah Newspaper’)
(November 1954).

116 al-Hulayw1 (1966: 9-10).
17 al-Hulaywi (1966: 10).
18 al-Hulayw1 (1966: 13).
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Letter No. 28, published in the journal a/-Fikr (‘Thought”) (October 1956).
Letter No. 29, published in the journal a/-Fikr (October 1956).

Letter No. 22, published in the journal a/-Fikr (October 1958).

The fact is, however, that some of al-Shabbi’s letters were also brought to the
public by Abii al-Qasim Muhammad Karrti five years prior to Rasa il al-Shabbi in
his Athar al-Shabbi wa-sadahu fi al-mashrig (‘The Work of al-Shabbi and his
Echo in the East’),!!? although it only features two of them and at least one of them
is not complete.'?® Interestingly enough, both al-HulaywT and Karrii contributed a
preface to each other’s work.

Parts of al-Shabbi’s correspondences later reappear in publications such as
Diwan Abr al-Qdasim al-Shabbt wa-rasa’iluh (‘The Diwan and Letters of Abt
al-Qasim al-Shabb1’), edited by Majid Tarad (1994),'2! Diwan Abi al-Qasim
al-Shabbt (‘The Diwan of Abii al-Qasim al-Shabb1’), edited by Imil Kaba
(1997),'?? and a later collection by same title as that of Tarad, published in the year
2001, which was edited by RajT al-Asmar.'?* However, the correspondence in these
collections is incomplete in the sense that all the letters of al-Hulayw1, and the
annexed letters by their mutual friend Muhammad al-Bashriish, are missing, even
though both authors list Rasa’il al-Shabbi as one of their sources.!>* This is
because we are dealing with different kinds of projects and none of the

19 Karrii, Abii al-Qasim Muhammad (1961), Athar al-Shabbt wa-sadahu fi al-mashriq. Beirut:

al-Maktab al-Tijari lil-Tiba ‘ah wa-al-Tawzi~ wa-al-Nashr.

The first one is a letter to al-HulaywT written at the beginning of August 1929 (found in

al-Hulaywi [1966: 25-30]). The letter is, however, short of the ending paragraphs and

margin notes of the original. The second letter was sent to the Tunisian writer Mustafa

Khrayyif (d. 1386/1967), written in 23 October 1930 from Tozeur (Tzir). See Karrt (1961:

156-160; 161-163).

12 Tarad, Majid (ed.) (1994), Diwan Abi al-Qdsim al-Shabbt wa-rasa’iluh. Beirut: Dar
al-Kitab al-*Arabi.

122 Kaba, Imil (ed.) (1997), Diwan Abt al-Qdsim al-Shabbt. Beirut: Dar al-Jil. Especially the
second volume of this work, a main chapter of which contains the 34 letters from al-Shabbi
found in al-Hulayw1’s collection, as well as Kaba’s commentary on these letters.

123 al-Asmar, Raji (ed.) (2001), Diwdn Abi al-Qdsim al-Shabbi wa-rasa ‘iluh. Beirut: Dar

Maktabat al-Ma ‘arif.

The expection being two letters from al-Hulaywi to al-Shabbi dated 21 February 1930 (ca.

22 Ramadan 1348) and 4 November 1931 (ca. Jumada al-Thani 1350), both of which were

written from Béni Khalled (Bani Khallad) (Tarad [1994: 232-233, 242-243]; al-Asmar

[2001: 233-234, 243-244])).

120

124
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above-mentioned collections are epistolaria (letter collections) in the same sense
as Rasa’il al-Shabbi.'?®

This raises the question as to why editors over the years have deemed the letters
significant enough to be republished. One may ask if it is for their seemingly
intimate quality, or if there is an important aesthetic aspect to this impetus that is
often forgotten by scholars. Whatever incentive the editors may have had for
republishing the letters, at the very least it is a strong indication that the letters have
been considered a part of al-Shabb1’s oeuvre.

To include an author’s, or a poet’s, letters within their oeuvre and, by
implication, regard them as literature may be resisted by some modern-day
skeptics. Yet this stance has gained many supporters, especially in the last two
decades. The Swedish literary scientist Martin Lamm proclaimed that Charles
Dickens was just as good a storyteller in his letters as in his novels.'?® Kerstin
Dahlbick calls for the letter, as an independent form and as literature, to be added
to the author’s oeuvre.!'?’

From a pragmatic perspective, the ontological status of letters — and other texts
— can surely be formed irrespective of the writer’s intentions upon its reception by
any second or third party. It is nonetheless clearly hinted in one of the letters from
al-Shabbi to al-Hulaywi that he was made aware, by their friend al-Bashriish, of
the feasibility of having their correspondence published in the future.!?®

Overall, as an editor, al-Hulayw1 does provide some transparency as regards
his editorial work with the manuscript originals and their transcription.'?* He

125 Tt is perhaps worth mentioning that, in an article dedicated to the memory of al-Shabbi, the
Iraqi poet and journalist Ramzi ‘Aqrawi (2015) mentions a work by the same title. This
work is described as a large collection of letters and is said to include additional
correspondences of al-Shabbi. Among the correspondents, ‘Aqrawi mentions the Syrian poet
‘Alf al-Nasir (d. 1390/1970), the two Egyptian poets Ibrahtm Naji (d. 1372/1953) and
Ahmad Zaki Abti Shadi (d. 1374/1955), who was also the editor of the journal Apollo
(Abullii), and the Tunisian writers Mustafa Khrayyif (d. 1386/1967) and Muhammad
al-Halabi (d. n/a). However, I have not been able to find an independent work fitting this
description. It is possible that the title found in ‘Aqrawi’s article is a reference to volumes 3
and 5 of the Complete Works project, Mawsii at al-Shabbi, by Karrii, published in 1999,
which, in addition to al-Hulaywi’s complete book, contains this correspondence.
Alternatively, it could be a reference to the heading in Karri’s earlier Athar al-Shabbi
wa-sadahu fi al-mashriq, which does indeed list the above-mentioned correspondence, with
the exception of al-Halabi. In this work, Karrii also adds the Egyptian poet ‘Abd al- 'Aziz
‘Atiq (d. 1396/1976). See Karrt (1961: 24-26).

126 Lamm (1947: 85). Also referred to and quoted in Dahlbick (2003: 160).

127" Dahlbéck (2003: 160).

128" The letter was sent on 24 February 1933 (28 Shawwal 1351) from Tozeur and can be found
in Rasa’il al-Shabbi. See al-Hulayw1 (1966: 105).

129 al-Hulayw1 (1966: 13).
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explains that the names of some individuals and journals have been stripped down
to only their initial letter, and in some cases, names are even fully replaced by
punctuation or asterisks. Since al-Shabbi almost exclusively used the Islamic
calendar when dating his letters, especially in his early correspondence,
al-Hulayw1 inserted footnotes indicating the corresponding date according to the
Gregorian calendar.

Regarding the manuscript originals, al-Hulayw1 also writes that al-Shabbt used
to be very negligent in following the standard orthographical rules pertaining to
the hamza letter (¢ *) and the conjunction an (oi) when followed by the la of
negation (i.e. ¥ ol an Ia as opposed to ¥ alld), and when deemed impossible to
ignore, these disregards or mistakes have been adjusted. al-Shabbi also tended to
open his letters with conventional exordia, tahmidat, such as “al-hamdu lillah”
(‘Praise be to God’) and “salatan wa-salaman” (‘Peace and Blessings [upon the
Prophet]”), which al-Hulaywi has omitted in his transcription without indicating in
which letters they occurred.!'3°

In relation to the total corpus of letters, it is the editor’s belief that all the letters
that he received from al-Shabbi, and had so dearly conserved as objects of value,
have been included in the collection. However, al-Hulayw1 does write that he also
came across a fragment of a letter, of which the first part was missing, after having
lent specimens of al-Shabbi’s handwritten letters to several Tunisian journals,
newspapers, and cultural organizations. It is assumed that the lost part of the letter
remained with one of the borrowers, and was never returned.!*! Additionally,
al-HulaywT has also provided the reader with endnotes that bring clarity to certain
references and expressions in the letters.

Returning to the alleged completeness of the correspondence, Kaba does not
seem very convinced by the words of al-Hulaywi. In Diwan Abt al-Qdsim
al-Shabbi, Kaba identifies two additional letters that are not found in al-Hulayw1’s

collection!3?

and points out that even the transmission, in terms of the original
letters’ content, is faulty.!3* Thus, if Kaba’s conclusions are to be trusted, some
unquantifiable amount of the original content of the correspondence has, either by
mistake or deliberately, or both, been discarded from the letter collection.

Although it is difficult to determine the nature and quantity of the omitted material,

130 These exordia can actually be found written out in Karrii (1961: 156; 1999, vol. 5: 213ff.).

131 Similarly, al-HulaywT mentions that Letter No. 3 (1966: 25-30) was never returned to him
by the concessionaire of a/-Afkar, Hamtidah Gajah (Qujah), despite his efforts (1966: 13).

132 The first letter, found in Djerid (al-Jarid), is dated 23 April 1934 and the second one 24 May
1935 (Kaba, 1997, vol. 2, part 3: 4-5).

133 See Kaba (1997, vol. 2, part 3: 5).
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one could somewhat reasonably assume that, if this was a deliberate discard, the
contents in question must have been regarded as either too trivial or too
confidential, or delicate, to be presented to the public.

What is of importance for this study, however, is the independent work as it
has been created and put together for a public audience. It is a premise of the study
that the epistolarium — and any epistolarium or published form of a letter for that
matter — does not mimetically reflect the ur-letter(s) nor the historical writing
situation.!** Thus, the historicity of the letters is not what is of interest for
scrutinization. This also ties into my reason for not including other published work
that includes additional letters written or received by al-Shabbi, such as the
Complete Works project by Karrti. As argued above, third party works like that of
Karrt are a different kind of project with a different function. The creators of both
al-lllighiyyat and Rasa il al-Shabbi may be regarded as second (and first) parties;
they are the concerned and existing parties within the correspondence. This is
where the autobiographical construction and interpersonal dimension also come
into play. Thus, in this case, quality takes precedence over quantity. The point is
to study the individual work, whether al-1llighiyyat or Rasa il al-Shabbrt, even if it
is not the “whole [complete/true] story,” but rather what two of the actual parties
involved wanted to create and present to the public.

4.1.2 al-Illighiyyat

The memoir (mudhakkirat) of Muhammad al-Mukhtar al-S@isT’s political exile
from Marrakesh to his hometown Illigh between the years 1937 and 1945,'%
al-Illighiyyat (‘Writings from Illigh”), is a work in three parts published in the year
1963 by Matba‘at al-Najah (Casablanca),!3® before the passing of the author. A
newer omnibus edition of al-lllighiyyat was later published in 2015 by Dar
al-Kutub al-Tlmiyyah (Beirut)'3” and it is this particular edition that I have worked
with during the course of the present study. After the death of al-Ssf, it is mainly
his son, Rida Allah ‘Abd al-Wafi al-Mukhtar al-Stis1, who has been responsible for
presenting his father’s literary output to the public.!3® The time period covered by
al-1llighiyyat, which coincided with the Second World War, may be labeled as

134 On theorizing letters, see Stanley (2004; 2011) and Stanley et al. (2012).
135 1937-03-11 (1355-12-28) — 1945 (1365).

136 Comprising 725 pp. in total.

Comprising 864 pp. in total.

138 See R. al-SiisT (2005: 465).
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“post-nahdah,” given that it is generally agreed upon that the nahdah had already
ended by the First World War or, alternatively, by 1920 at the very latest.!*

While al-Illighiyyat chiefly falls under the mudhakkirat category, it also has
prominent features of a literary collection (majmit ah adabiyyah).'*° In addition to
diary-like entries, it also contains a large amount of poetry (original and borrowed),
literary gems of the Illigh region, accounts of literary gatherings (sg. majlis, pl.
majalis), and his many different correspondences within his social network, in the
form of both literary and personal rasa’il (letters). The author himself describes
the book as a “hodgepodge” (kashkizl) that comprises a little of everything from
his exile, a work that he did not allow himself to complete until the day he finally
left Illigh for Marrakech.!#!

Furthermore, the brief, post facto footnotes that are provided by the author
himself throughout the work add linguistic explanations, references, and
explanatory commentaries that particularly alleviate the comprehension of the
contents for readers who are unfamiliar with the cues and catchwords that may
have been exclusive to particular contexts (e.g. private spheres or specific fields of
knowledge). Instances of the omission of content found in the manuscript originals
are also brought up in footnotes. Still, the extent of the editorial work with the
manuscript originals of, for example, the correspondence and its transcription is
not clearly stated. The same is also true as regards the preservation of manuscripts.

A general overview of the contents of al-Illighiyyat may be outlined as follows:

al-Illighiyyat Mudhakkirat Correspondence  Poetry Majalis No. of Pages
(memoirs) (incl. letter (accounts)
poems)
Part 1 ‘ 162 54 39 20 275
Part 2 ‘ 94 83 11 0 188
Part 3 ‘ 25 231 0 0 256
Total ‘ 281 368 50 20 719

Table 1: Contents of al-lllighiyyat

Contents of al-1llighiyyat with approx. no. of edited page numbers, excl. front and back matter.

139 Patel (2013: x).
140 R, al-SiisT (2005: 487-488).
141 al-Sist (2015, pt. 1: 3).
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As the chart of the estimated contents of al-Illighiyyat shows (see Table 1), the
correspondence (ca. 368 edited pages) constitutes the major bulk of the contents
when compared to other elements (ca. 350 edited pages). Arguably, therefore,
letters and correspondence are a substantial and significant part of this work that
supposedly reflects the exilic period of the author’s life. Moreover, the mere
integration of his correspondence into this work not only argues for the editorial
view of their documentary and historical value, but also of their aesthetic and
literary value, as we have also seen in the case of al-Shabb1’s letters.

In part one of al-lllighiyyat, in the very first entry, titled “al-Nafi min
Marrakush wa-asbabuh™ (‘The Exile from Marrakech and its Causes’), al-Siist
himself articulates the motivation for writing the book as follows:

ad O Jadlly 4y Lals 12 5a i) 13a Gl 8 cash o qaall S
G g O A (15 el g Al JsY T jela adall Sl ciladin (yny
A il oyl Jiieaall U land o Cany b g Y o i (il el
OV e dganss A U 138 (e s el Ganadi e Y Cus 4id Lia
Lo JS gl ail i 3355 {5 ) ome (il W e (e 4 Il ((ldY))
BORENECIN UV PERSSCIC R S DY TR JN PR PRI [PYE ) SV

192 2505 (Sl

I initially wanted to write about the causes of this exile in a single volume [juz’]
especially dedicated to it, and I indeed started on this project and even wrote a
few pages of it. I nevertheless soon let it slide due to other, more pressing work.
However, in fear that, in doing so, I would lose facts that ought to be preserved,
or rather, that I ought to write down for the future, I decided to summarize the
subject matter here. Since it was not possible to dedicate a whole volume to the
subject, this book — which we from now on will call “Writings from Illigh”
[“al-Illighiyyat”] — will be as good as any for it. Thus, let the reader slowly walk
with me in order that I may communicate to him all that I wish to communicate.
Let him know that he is reading that which was written under the great shock of
exile by the pen of a stranger [gharib] of mindset, habitation, and milieu.

In the preface of al-Illighiyyat, al-Siist furthermore explains that the intention
behind the book and its varied contents was for it to function as an honest and
unifying case for his memoirs and everything that occurred to him or presented

142 al-Sist (2015, pt. 1: 7).
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itself to him during the period of his exile in Illigh,'** be it letter poems of

fraternity!'#*

or accounts of the different kinds of emotions and struggles
experienced. It is also a book, he writes, the purpose of which is to reflect Illigh
and what circulated in it of literature, discourses, and thoughts at that particular

moment in time.'#

4.2 The Sampling Procedure

With al-Illighiyyat and Rasa il al-Shabbt as my source references, I conducted the
sampling of private letters that would generate the letter-corpus that would become
the subject of my analysis. The purpose of the sampling was to extract the largest
and, if possible, the most regular private correspondence from each source
reference, which in essence rendered this procedure both a quantitative and
qualitative one. The threshold was set at a minimum of nine (sent) letters. The
minimum threshold for letters was set with respect to the quantitative contents of
each primary source reference. After this delimitation of the material, 144 modern
letters from year 1929 to 1945 remained,'*® which came to constitute the
letter-corpus that is subject to the analysis.

With regard to Rasa’il al-Shabbi, this meant that both of its two
correspondences were included in the corpus. That is, the correspondence between
al-HulaywT and al-Shabbi and the letters by al-Bashriish (sent to al--Hulaywi). For
al-Illighiyyat, this meant that three out of approximately 74 unique
correspondences'#’ emerged as the largest ones in the work: 1) “Conversations
with the Master and Cousin Sidi Ibrahim ibn Ahmad” (Ma ‘a al-ustadh sidi Ibrahim
ibn Ahmad ibn al-‘amm); 2) “Conversations with our Brother Moulay Ahmad
al-Manjrah” (Ma ‘a al-akh mawlday Ahmad al-Manjrah); and 3) “Correspondence
with Sidi al-Tahir ibn Muhammad al-Ifrant” (Murasalat ma ‘a sidi al-Tahir ibn
Muhammad al-Ifrani). It might seem like many correspondences were left out with
respect to al-Illighiyyat (approximately 71 unique correspondences). However,
one must keep in mind that many of these unique correspondences may be one

143 See al-SiisT (2015, pt. 1: 3).

144 Here, al-SsT uses the term ikhwaniyyat. It is nonetheless clear by the text that he with this
term refers to letters written only in verse, hence the wording ‘letter poems’ (see al-Stist
[2015, pt. 1: 3]).

145 al-Siist (2015, pt. 1: 3).

146 Which corresponds approx. 300 edited pages (of which al-Shabbi: 179 pp. [96 letters];

al-Stst: 121 pp. [48 letters]).

The approximate number of unique correspondences in each part are 30 (part 1), 13 (part 2),

and 31 (part 3).

147
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paragraph long, with some of them taking up only a quarter of the edited page or
less. Moreover, many of these correspondences appear as one-time instances in the
form of congratulatory letters (tahani, sg. tahni’ah), letter poems, and
occasionally, treatises that expound on a subject matter, such as the comparison
between the urban and the desert life and the impacts of exile.!*¥ Thus, they do not
immediately suggest the same interpersonal engagement as the three largest
collections of correspondence that were extracted during the sample procedure.

4.2.1 A Mapping of the Modern Letter-Corpus

What follows is a summary of the primary material of this study. First, however, |
would like to motivate my decision to also include the letters of al-Shabbi and
al-Hulayw1’s mutual friend, Muhammad al-Bashrash, some qualitative
considerations concerning the sampling of al-Siis1’s three correspondents, and the
criteria through which I find it possible to study Rasa il Shabbt and al-1llighiyyat
side-by-side.

Although al-Bashriish’s letters to al-Hulayw1 appear in the appendix of the
letter collection, and are not specifically addressed to al-Shabbi, I found that they
discuss al-Shabbi as a mutual friend of theirs, and add to the thematics of the work
as a whole. Thus, I consider it useful to also include the letters of al-Bashriish
whenever they are relevant for the analysis.

As for the quantitatively based sampling procedure, through which al-Siist’s
correspondences with his cousin Ibrahim ibn Ahmad, his close friend Ahmad
al-Manjrah, and his former teacher Shaykh al-Tahir ibn Muhammad al-Ifrani
emerged as the largest correspondences (with a minimum of nine sent letters each)
in al-lllighiyyat, a few words can also be said about the qualitative aspects of this
particular sampling. While the intra-textual qualities and details of these
correspondences will be dealt with at a later stage, one may suggest that the three
correspondents represent three types of interpersonal relationships, namely:
kinship and family relations (Ibn Ahmad), friendship (al-Manjrah), and
teacher-student relations (al-Ifrani). These three types of interpersonal
relationships, which lie at the basis of the respective correspondence, open up the
possibility of the observance of both intra- and inter-individual features and
variation.

8 See al-Ajwibah al-hadirah al-badiyah fi tafdil al-hadirah al-yawm li-mithli ‘ald al-badiyah
(‘Ready Replies on the Present-Day City in Preference to the Desert for the Likes of Me’)
and Nawazi ‘ al-ghurbah (‘The Tendencies of Exile’) in al-SaisT (2015, pt. 2: 126-166; 168-
190).
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Moreover, one may rightfully question whether the selective sampling from
al-Illighiyyat, although quantitatively based, affects my reading and understanding
of the work, in which case I would like to, once again, direct the attention to the
generic nature of al-Illighiyyat. While the work has been launched as a work of
memoir (mudhakkirar),'"” it shares — as has been mentioned previously — the
characteristics of a literary collection (majmii‘ah adabiyyah) and has been
described by the author himself as a hodgepodge of a little of everything. This
indicates that the work lends itself to a reading strategy different from that of, say,
a conventional autobiography or novel, that is, the usual cover-to-cover reading.
Thus, given the polyphonic nature of al-lllighiyyat, the reader does not necessarily
have to — and most definitely is not obliged to — read the work as unidimensional
piece when, arguably, it is not.

As regards reading and analyzing Rasa’il al-Shabbi by al-Hulaywi and
al-Illighiyyat by Muhammad al-Mukhtar al-Siist in the same study, there are
several things that make their juxtaposition interesting. Firstly, the central figures
of these correspondences were contemporaries. Secondly, they all come from the
same geo-political area, namely, the Greater Maghrib (al-Maghrib al-Kabir).
However, one finds two criteria in which the central figures of the correspondences
were dissimilar. First, it can be said that they allegedly adhered to different schools
of thought and literature. al-Shabbt and his circle of correspondents were part of
the Modern Poets movement, or de facture novatrice, in the words of Jean

Fontaine,'>°

which is characterized by their sympathizers’ aversion to the
concurrent neo-classicist movement. The letters that are found in Rasa ‘il al-Shabbt
occasionally also manifest an aversion to and a critique of a particular kind of
rigidity in religious thought found in some circles. They are assumed to be
referring to the Salafists, whose reformist thought proliferated in Tunisia before
other countries in the region.!’! On the other hand, although being of Sufi
background and probably a loyal sympathizer, al-Siisi, in contrast, eventually
joined the modernist reformist movement of early Salafism (a/-salafiyyah) that had
its onset in late 19" century Egypt.

Besides these apparent differences in thought, we also find that that they —

al-Shabbi and al-StsT, that is — generally differ in recognition, both regionally and

149" See the bibliographical article by Rida Allah ‘Abd al-Wafi al-Mukhtar al-SiisT (ref: R.
al-StsT [2015: 487-488]) and the front matter of the Dar al-Kutub al-‘Tlmiyyah edition
(2015), which uses the classification (a/-tasnif) mudhakkirat, dubiously translated as
‘biography.’

150 See Fontaine (1999: 170-183).

151 Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “Salafiyya”).
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internationally, even when viewed on a diachronic level. However, the more
widespread fame and reputation of the former does not diminish the importance
and caliber of the latter. It is through precisely these aspects of similitude and
dissimilitude that I allow myself to read their correspondence in a place of
proximity. My task, therefore, is an explorative and comparative one that moves
between two geographical areas at a given point in history with its case studies of
specimens from what seems to be the long-standing art of letter writing.

Although a more detailed description of each correspondence in the modern
letter-corpus can be found below (§ 4.3), one may summarize some of the major
general features of the corpus in a few words. The first apparent common
characteristic that strikes the reader is the dominant usage of unrhymed prose
(nathr) and the common insertion of verse, both original and borrowed. In contrast
to the pre-modern letter, the majority of these modern letters have been diligently
dated according to either the Islamic calendar or the Gregorian calendar, which
allows the day of the letter writing to be established. Moreover, it is common for
the place of writing also to be specified. As regards the interpersonal relationships
that lie at basis of the correspondences, they are all marked by a sense of intimacy,
although this is of varying categories, namely friendship (al-Shabbt and al-Siis1),
kinship (al-StsT), and a teacher-student relationship (al-Siis1).

Looking at it from a gender perspective, we find that all the transmitted
correspondences in the two works of al-Hulayw1 and al-SiisT took place between
male writers. Here, we may also recall the pre-modern generic term for unofficial
or personal letters, ikhwaniyyat, which suggests, in its apparent meaning of
‘brotherly letters,” homosocial correspondence, and more specifically,
correspondence between male letter writers. One can perhaps only speculate about
how this might be the case. For example, if we were to adopt a more narrow
definition of ikhwaniyyat that places an emphasis on the notion of friendship and
fraternity, as some theorists have done,'*> we may understand this tendency as a
reflection of a general social and cultural norm that friendships ought to be
homosocial in nature. | believe that it is quite safe to assume that these kinds of
social and cultural norms that favor homosocial friendships stretch into modern
times and are not necessarily restricted to the Arab culture either.

There is also the fundamental question of literacy, and which societal groups
or classes had access to and could monopolize on the written word and which were

152 E.g. Hachmeier (2002: 141-142), Gully (2008: 14), and Bearman et al. (2012: keyword:
“risala”). For a more inclusive definition of the term, in contrast to official letters (rasa il
diwaniyyah), see Al-Musawi (2006: 111).
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more restricted in these regards.!** Thus, while women as a rule are almost never
the addressees — except in the love letter — they may appear in the contents of the
letter as, for example, referents or a theme. Looking into the modern era, this
homosocial tendency in epistolary friendships still seems to be very strong.!>*
Looking at some published correspondences in the 20" century, which is the time
period relevant for the present study, the tendency could perhaps be partially
explained by cultural and elitist environments that were male-dominated,'>* and
which would quite naturally render their social networks and in extension their
correspondence mainly homosocial. It could also be the case that female
correspondents belonged to a private or domestic sphere, as in that of the home or
the family, and that their correspondences, due to their private or domestic nature,
were perhaps not deemed as fit for circulation and publication as those written by
their male counterparts.

4.2.2 A Note on Representativity and Generalizability

The delimitation of the letter-corpus to include only a quite specific amount of
modern private letters sampled from Rasa il Shabbt and al-1llighiyyat admittedly
affects the representativity of the material, both diachronically and synchronically,
as well as cross-linguistically and cross-culturally. Having said that, this study
emerges from the basic science of the Humanities and takes the form of an
idiographic case study. The study is idiographic in that it tries to understand and
interpret the specific and unique work and regards it as interesting and valid in its
own right. Thus, I do not feel that the study is at odds with the greater paradigm of
Humanistic research, which caters for the study of subjective and unique

153" For a nuanced study on the subject of literacy in Arabic speaking lands before the

introduction of modern printing technology and the press, which commonly — however, not
unquestionably — is regarded as the turning point in reading history, see Hirschler (2012).
Of course, one does find exceptions, such as the previously mentioned collection a/-Shu ‘lah
al-zarga’ (‘The Blue Flame’) (1984) that contains the private letters that Jibran sent to Mayy
Ziyadah, the latter’s own epistolary art in Mayy Ziyadah wa-a ‘lam ‘asriha: rasa’il
makhtitah lam tunshar (1912-1930) (‘Mayy Ziyadah and the Notables of Her Time:
Unpublished Letters [1912-1930]") (al-Kuzbari [1982]), and the collection Rasa il Ghassan
Kanafant ila Ghadah al-Samman (‘Ghassan Kanafani’s Letters to Ghadah al-Samman’)
(2013 [1999)). 1t is interesting, however, that in the cases of both al-Shu ‘lah al-zarqa’ and
Rasa’il Ghassan Kanafani ila Ghadah al-Samman, the letters by the female correspondents
were either not included or not preserved for the potential purpose of publication. This is
also true for Rasa il al-sijn (‘Prison Letters”) (al-IdrisT [ed.] [2021]) that contains the letter
that “Abd al-Qadir al-Shaw1 wrote to Khanatah Banntinah.

155 Khaldi (2009: 26-27).
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phenomena and gives voice to the idiographic dimension of, in this case, creative
human expression (letter writing).

As with the case of most literary studies, the results and endeavors of the study
are not generalizable nor necessarily reproducible, but they are comparable, in the
sense that the results of the study lend themselves to further comparisons with the
results of other studies of similar nature. Unfortunately, I have not been able to
find research on the modern Arabic letter that would be useful for comparing
results and saying something broader about modern Arabic letter writing from a
literary viewpoint. Therefore, I hope that this study and its results can be used for
future comparisons in order to establish more general literary features of the genre.

4.3 Synopses of the Correspondence

What follows below are brief synopses of each sampled correspondence. The
reader will find a general description of the correspondence, tables showing the
total amount of letters produced by each letter writer and their approximate number
of edited pages, counting each page of commencement, as well as each
correspondent’s letter output per year. I have chosen to present these numbers in
tables, since they are quite illustrative of the letter writers’ personal engagement in
their respective correspondence. Hence, as this is a first acquaintance with the
correspondence, a more in-depth discussion on the formal and thematic content of
the sampled letters is reserved for the upcoming main analysis.

4.3.1 The Letters of al-Shabbi and al-Hulaywi

Correspondence No. of Letters Sent Approx. No. of Edited
Pages

al-Shabbt 34 83

al-Hulaywr 42 65

Total ‘ 76 148

Table 2: The Letters of al-Shabbt and al-Hulaywt

Number of letters sent and their approximate number of edited pages in the published edition.
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Year al-Shabbt al-Hulaywr
1348/1929 6 4
1349/1930 4 6
1350/1931 1 1
1351/1932 9 9
1352/1933 9 12
1353/1934 5 10

Table 2.1: Letter Output per Year

The epistolarium Rasa’il al-Shabbi covers a six-year-long correspondence
between the two close friends al-HulaywT and al-Shabbi (for letter output per year,
see Table 2.1). Their correspondence begins with a letter dated ‘“29 muharram
al-haram sanat 1348” (7 July 1929) written by al-Shabbi, and ends with a letter
written by al-Hulaywi from Kairouan on 19 August 1934, no more than two
months before the passing of al-Shabbi due to illness.

Three of the four previously listed reasons for the postponement of the
publication of Rasa’il al-Shabbr, as elaborated on by al-Hulaywi himself in the
introduction to the work, are quite descriptive of the correspondence and a good
summarization thereof.!>® In one aspect, the letters that were exchanged between
al-HulaywT and al-Shabbi reflect a close and intimate friendship in which the letter
writers felt free to discuss both private and public matters, such as their personal
mental health and their dislike for the conservative or traditionalist forces in
Tunisia. Keeping in mind that the letter writers were in their early twenties during
the correspondence, one may draw from the letters that they represent a formative
time in their young adulthood. An air of rebelliousness, ardor, and existential angst
distinguish this time of life, as reflected in the writers’ letters. The personal and
sensitive character of the letters is also affected by the fact that the writers mention
and speak about contemporaries, both allies and adversaries.

The letters of al-Hulaywi and al-Shabbi are of varying length. As a general
feature, a single letter may stretch from one to about four edited pages and is
presented in well-balanced paragraphs. A typical letter opens up with a short
addressation and greeting to the addressee, as in this example by al-Hulaywt: “My
dearest brother, greetings and longings” (akhi al-a ‘azz, tahiyyah wa-ashwagq).">’
The letter writers may then proceed either directly to the subject matter or, if

156 al-Hulayw1 (1966: 9-10). See above § 4.1.1.
157 al-Hulayw1 (1966: 41).
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applicable, inform the other about a given circumstance, such an overdue response
from the other or a change of location. At several points, al-HulaywT opens up with
a note to al-Shabbi that he has enclosed a piece of his writing in the letter, as in the
following example: “Enclosed in this letter, you will find a small piece of that
which I have written about Tolstoy” (yasiluka tayya hdadha nabdhah mimma
katabtuhu ‘an Tilstiiy)."*® Similarly, we may find in the postscript a short notice
or reminder about a despatch or receipt of some sort, as in the example by
al-Shabbt: “Following the Eid holiday, I sent to you a box of dates, but you have
not notified me about it. I do not know what happened to it. Did it reach you or
not?” (kuntu wajjahtu ilayka ‘aqiba ‘id al-fitr sandiiq daqlah wa-lam tukhbirni
‘anhu fa-lam adri madha sana ‘a Allah bi-hi? wasalaka am 1a?).'>

These elements of the letters that pertain to the more communicative and
everyday themes of letter writing are not discussed in depth in the analysis, nor are
they deemed primary or significant in relation to the rest of the content, but they
do provide complementary information to the reader about what a letter from the
correspondence may look like.!®°

4.3.2 The Letters of al-Bashriish

Correspondence No. of Letters Sent Approx. No. of Edited
Pages
al-Bashrish 20 31

Table 3: The Letters of al-Bashrish

Number of letters sent and their approximate number of edited pages in the published edition.

158 al-Hulaywi (1966: 42). The article about Leo Tolstoy was published in the journal al- ‘Alam

al-adabt in 1930.

159 al-Hulayw1 (1966: 64).

160 This comment is also true with regard to the remaining correspondence described below and
will not be repeated.
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Year al-Bashriish
1351/1933 ‘ 9

1352/1934 ‘ 11

Table 3.1: Letter Output per Year

The appendix (mulhaq) of Rasa’il al-Shabbi exclusively contains the letters of
al-Bashriish to al-Hulaywi and is titled Rasa’il al-Bashrish (‘al-Bashriish’s
Letters’). The correspondence begins with a letter sent from Nefta sometime in
February 1933 and ends with an undated letter that seems to have been written
shortly after the loss of their mutual friend al-Shabbi on 9 October 1934 (for letter
output per year, see Table 3.1).

Although the appendix only contains the letters of al-Bashriish, it is evident
from the contents of his letters that he received letters of response from al-Hulayw.
However, it seems that they both, every so often, were guilty of procrastination in
terms of responding to each other’s letters:

\de)aik'_\drﬂﬁnk;\g}éu)\y;@ﬂuﬂyw)Ai:dh»)a_ahs}[ ]
161 Alal) 8 o )5 Cadaaa ola) 341 s ) LalS

[...] writing a letter is an easy task; there is no fatigue nor toil to it. Yet, I — just
like you — do not know why every time I grab the pen I end up feeling feeble and
thus abandon it.

The letters of al-Bashriish to al-Hulayw1 speak a lot of his literary undertakings,
readings, projects, and ideas, as if in a way of seeking feedback and reassurance
from his friend, which is also a common feature of the correspondence between
al-Hulayw1 and al-Shabbi. As expected, the letters also brings up their mutual
friend, al-Shabbi, and his illness, al-Bashriish’s visits to him, the duties that come
with friendship, and the ordeals of life and young adulthood in general.

On a more formal note, and similar to the rest of the letters in the collection, a
typical letter by al-Bashriish opens with a short addressation, such as “my dearest
brother” (akht al-a ‘azz)'®* or “brother, my master” (sayyidi [coll. sidi] al-akh).'®
In the same vein as the other correspondents, al-Bashriish typically moves on to

161 al-Hulayw1 (1966: 184).

162 al-Hulaywi (1966: 176).

163 al-Hulayw1 (1966: 178). Here, “master” (or “sir”) (sayyidi, or coll. sidi) is used as an
honorific for an elder brother.
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confirm his receipt of al-Hulayw’s letter or acknowledges his friend’s long wait
for a letter of response. In contrast to the other correspondents in the letter
collection, al-Bashrtish is not as keen to use postscripts, to which he only
occasionally resorts to briefly inform about a return to work or a visit to al-Shabbi,
or about his health condition.'®*

The letters of al-Bashriish are generally somewhat shorter than the ones written
by al-HulaywT and al-Shabbi. While his letters range between one and four edited
pages, they are typically between one and two edited pages long and are arranged
in well-balanced paragraphs. Perhaps not surprisingly, the longest letter is the last
one in the correspondence, which he wrote upon the death of their mutual friend
al-Shabbt.'®

4.3.3 The Letters of al-Siuist and Ibrahim ibn Ahmad

Correspondence No. of Letters Sent Approx. No. of Edited
Pages

al-Sist ‘ 13 32

Ibn Ahmad ‘ 1 3

Total ‘ 14 35

Table 4: The Letters of al-StsT and Ibrahim ibn Ahmad

Number of letters sent and their approximate number of edited pages in the published edition.

164 al-Hulayw1 (1966: 173, 187, 189, 191).
165 al-Hulayw1 (1966: 197-200).
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Year al-Sust Ibn Ahmad
1356/1937 5 0
1357/1938 1 0
1358/1939 0 0
1359/1940 1 1
1360/1941 1 0
1361/1942 0 0
1362/1943 1 0
1363/1944 1 0
1364/1945 3 0

Table 4.1: Letter Output per Year

As indicated by the tables (Table 4 and Table 4.1), and as is presented in
al-Illighiyyat, the correspondence that took place between al-SiisT and his cousin
Ibrahtm ibn Ahmad had an obviously disproportionate engagement between the
two parties. The first, and only, letter from Ibn Ahmad to be sent as part of the
correspondence is dated “1359 — 12 [dhii al-hijjah] — 18” (ca. 17 January 1941),
that is, about three years after al-SiisT’s initiatory letter, which he wrote in the
winter of 1937 (refer to Table 4.1). However, in three undated letters it is clearly
implied that al-S@isT received at least three additional letters from Ibn Ahmad prior
to that single letter.!%® Nonetheless, the epistolary engagement remains lopsided.

As the table (Table 4.1) further shows, al-SisT responds to his cousin’s letter,
and continues to send him letters, only to wait in vain for any response from Ibn
Ahmad for the remaining five years of the correspondence. In fact, during the
whole year of 1942 no letter is transmitted from either one of the correspondents.
This seems to indicate al-SitisT’s discontent with Ibn Ahmad’s lack of reciprocity
and apparent disinterest in keeping the correspondence alive.

Naturally, one might say, this unbalanced commitment to writing letters
colored both the contents and the interpersonal tone of the letters, fluctuating
between registers of the emotional states of longing, agony, and outright
annoyance and disappointment. All of this is in addition to al-STsT’s obvious need
to convey his state of affairs and thoughts on the exile and the happenings and
circumstances that led up to it. Thus, the correspondence is a clear example of how
jeopardizing the either tacit or explicit agreement on the level of engagement,

166 Refer to letter No. 2, letter No. 5, and letter No. 14 in al-Siist (2015, pt. 2: 212-213, 220-
222).
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which is part and parcel of the epistolary pact, affects the thematic and stylistic
turns of the letters.

Concerning the formal aspects of the correspondence, the letters are of varying
length, ranging between two and seven edited pages, and typically appear as dense
text filling most of the edited page, with a sparse usage of paragraphs. Generally,
the letters between al-Siist and Ibn Ahmad do not open up with formal greetings,'¢’
but when they do, they do so with a typical greeting, such as “peace and blessings
be upon you” (wa-al-salam ‘alaykum wa-rahmat Allah).'®® Instead, the letters may
begin with a verse of poetry or, often, a conveyance of longing or disappointment.
Thus, the letters of this correspondence are often characterized by directness, as in
the openings of the following two letters by al-STsT: “I am writing to you now, as
I sit in this upper room that I have gotten accustomed to seeking refuge in since
nine months ago” (innant aktubu ilayka al-ana; wa-and fi hadhihi al- ‘ulliyah allati
aliftu an awt ilayhd mundhu tis ‘at ashhur) and “You have indeed become very
fond of idleness and stagnation” (laqad ra’imta al-khumiil. wa-alifia al-rukid).'®®

Another typical feature of a letter in this correspondence is its closure, with an
intimate conveyance of greetings to and from family and peers, for example: “Kiss
from me the son of Ibn Dawud!” and greet, on my behalf, everyone who asks
[about me]” (fa-qabbil ‘anni walad Ibn Dawud. wa-safih ‘anni kull man yas al)
and “Abd Allah and Sa‘id send their greetings to you” (wa- ‘Abd Allah wa-Sa id
yusallimani ‘alaykum).'” Despite Ibn Ahmad’s lack of reciprocity in letter writing,
and al-SGsT’s displeasure about it, the correspondence is marked by expressions of
concern for the other and their affairs.

167 Tt is possible that most of the formalities of greetings were omitted in the transcription of the

letters into al-Illighiyyat.
168 al-Siist (2015, pt. 2: 212).
169 al-Siist (2015, pt. 2.: 213, 237)
170 A mutual friend and brother in law of Ibn Ahmad.
71 al-Siist (2015, pt. 2.: 238, 242).
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4.3.4 The Letters of al-SiisT and Ahmad al-Manjrah

Correspondence No. of Letters Sent Approx. No. of Edited
Pages

al-SisT ‘ 10 24

al-Manjrah 4 4

Total 14 28

Table 5: The Letters of al-Stst and Ahmad al-Manjrah

Number of letters sent and their approximate number of edited pages in the published edition.

Year al-Sust al-Manjrah
1357/1938 3 3
1358/1939 0 0
1359/1940 3 1
1360/1941 0 0
1361/1942 3 0
1364/1945 1 0

Table 5.1: Letter Output per Year

The majority of letters that were exchanged between al-StisT and Ahmad
al-Manjrah revolve around declarations of fraternal love and longing, in both prose
and (borrowed and original) poetry, as well as updates on the affairs of their mutual
“brothers” (al-ikhwan) in Marrakech.

The section in al-lllighiyyat dedicated to the correspondence between the two
friends opens up with a letter dated “24 — 1 [muharram] - 1358” (16 March 1939)
from al-Manjrah and ends with a letter from al-SiisT sent at the end of the year
1361AH (end of 1942/beginning of 1943) (see Table 5.1). However, in this section,
one finds what seems to be an even earlier letter from al-Siis1 in the form of a poem
dated “26 — 7 [rajab] - 1357” (22 September 1938). Thus, the correspondence
extends over a period of roughly 4.5 years with a meager average of about 2.5
letters exchanged per year. Moreover, al-STsT’s letters represent about 75 percent
of the total output.
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Judging from the correspondence as presented in al-Illighiyyat, we find that
most letters (6) were exchanged in the year 1357/1938, while a total break took
place in the years 1939 and 1941 (see Table 5.1). The correspondence was later
resumed on 17 February 1942 (17 Muharram 1361) on the initiative of al-SasT. In
fact, all the three letters that were sent that year were written by al-Siisi. Moreover,
there is also a short excerpt from a lost letter written by al-Stis1, dated “4 — 5
[jumada al-awwal] — 1364 (17 April 1945) that has been included in the mapping
of the correspondence, and which consists of five verses of poetry that al-StsT says
were composed extemporarily:!7?

e\AAQg,\_)Lﬂ\éJ.A..\)MJ e\‘)AC\‘)AAS\dAj“FUA’.Ji
Ala gl J dayg Bl aglia s 50 e Gluall cuday caSé

ploa Gl Jsdall 3 3 e (935 agie lall glual
Aloa e Ll - cli Wy agln s 8 aal (e US a8
Dl s Leliil 3 jlara dpad 8 (Bl (e agale

Is there after the people of the clear truth any further wish?

Would any wine be sweet to the taste of drinkers after being with them?

How can I taste the sweetness of living without uniting with them in love?

How can any place ever become pleasant to me?

He who blames our relationship (out of jealousy) wishes our heart to forget them,
but for us, the fate of death would be sweeter before realizing his wish.

They are all that I desire, if their attainment escapes me (and God forbid that this
attainment escapes me),

then, the world will become forbidden to me
From the bottom of my heart, upon them be —

sweetly fragrant salutations and greetings

172 al-Sist (2015, pt. 3: 115).
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The above five verses are highly illustrative of the philiatic and, at times, almost
psychologically profound nature of the letters that were exchanged between al-StisT
and al-Manjrah. The major topoi found in the letters hinge on mental processes,
such as dreaming, remembrance, and imagining (or daydreaming), primarily
through references without elaboration on their content.

Formally, the letters of this correspondence range from two to ten edited pages
of dense text. However, the typical letter is about two edited pages long, with an
exceptional letter by al-SiisT of ten edited pages that is infused with verses of
borrowed and original poetry.!”® Similar to the correspondence between al-SiisT
and his cousin Ibn Ahmad, one also typically finds general inquiries about the
wellbeing of family and peers and conveyances of greetings, as in these examples
by al-Stist and al-Manjrah respectively: “How are your children? How are your
merchant friends?” (kayfa al-awldad wa-kayfa ashabuka al-tijariyyin) and “My
father always prays for you” (wa-walidi yad i laka da’iman).'™ Thus, in several
respects, the correspondences that al-StsT had with his friend al-Manjrah and his
cousin Ibn Ahmad share the same air of familiarity and intimacy.

4.3.5 The Letters of al-Siisi and al-Tahir ibn Muhammad al-Ifrani

Correspondence No. of Letters Sent Approx. No. of Edited
Pages

al-SisT ‘ 10 28

al-Ifrant ‘ 10 30

Total ‘ 20 58

Table 6: The Letters of al-SasT and al-Tahir ibn Muhammad al-Ifrant

Number of letters sent and their approximate number of edited pages in the published edition.

173 al-Siist (2015, pt. 3: 116-125). Referred to in “Masculine Performances and Self-Making” (§
7.1.4).
7 al-Sist (2015, pt. 3: 116, 136).
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Year al-Sist al-Ifrant
1360/1942 1 1
1361/1943 3 3
1362/1944 2 2
1363-4/1945 4 4

Table 6.1: Letter Output per Year

Out of all of al-SiisT’s three sampled correspondences, the one that took place
between him and his former teacher al-Tahir ibn Muhammad al-Ifrani is the most
balanced correspondence in terms of epistolary engagement, reciprocity, and
turn-taking (see Tables 6 and 6.1).

The section in al-Illighiyyat that is dedicated to their correspondence opens up
with a congratulatory letter from al-Ifrani, written at the end of the year 1369AH
(January 1942), on the government granting al-SaisT free movement in the whole
of the Siis region. Their correspondence ends with a letter from al-Ifrani in the
form of a reply to al-SiisT’s answer to his own mudhakarah'” that he had posed to
al-SasT (for letter output per year, see Table 6.1).

As one might expect from the correspondence between a scholar and his former
teacher, the letters often revolve around the subject of knowledge, its virtues, and
its devotees. In dealing with scholastic issues, such as matters pertaining to Islamic
jurisprudence, the mudhakarah is a prime example thereof.!’® However, the
contents of the letters are also very intimate in nature, conveying greetings, good
wishes, and praise, as well as feelings of longing and a bond that can be likened to
that which may exist between a father and his son.

15 Mudhakarah, from the verb dhakara (stem form: I11; /& ‘ala), ‘he called to mind [s.th. with
s.0.]; he conferred [about s.th. with s.0.].” In this context, mudhakarah seems to refer to the
act of discussing a subject matter with another person or a group (refer to Lane [1864:
keyword: “dhakara”]). The term is also used, within the context of traditional learning, as a
method of memorization, that is, the reciprocal activity of helping one another to memorize
something, such as a written record (e.g. Hadith reports and chains of transmission) (Hallaq
[2016: 362]; Sobieroj [2016: 84]). Also, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, it is mentioned that
within the specific context of the Yashrutiyyah branch of the Shadhiliyyah order, the term
mudhakarah refers to a lesson on the Quran and the Sufi path itself (Bearman et al. [2012:
keyword: “mudhakara”]). However, [ am less sure that this particular technical usage of the
term cannot be found within other branches of the Shadhiliyyah order and, perhaps, even
outside of it and at earlier points in the history of Sufi thought and praxis.

al-Stst (2015, pt. 3: 56-73). Here, the discussion revolves around the issue of imposing
capital punishment on the person who leaves the prescribed prayer out of sloth or laziness.
al-StsT argues that there is no sound religious proof for imposing the capital punishment.
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With the exception of the quite lengthy mudhdakarah, the letters range between
two and six edited pages of dense text with an average of around three edited pages.
In contrast to the other sampled correspondences from al-Illighiyyat, the initiatory
addressations and greetings in this correspondence are generally more elaborate,
as in the example by al-Ifrant : “The most pleasant and fragrant greeting, and the
most sweeping and bountiful, to you, my devoted son. The son who never once
has failed after he has gladdened” (atyab al-salam wa-a ‘taruh. wa-a ‘ammuhu
wa-aghzaruhu ‘ala siyadat al-walad al-barr. wa-al-ibn alladht ma sda’a qattu
ba ‘da ma sarr).'”

Although the expressions and vocabulary used may, at times, appear as quite
ceremonial and perhaps even archaic to a modern Arabic speaking reader, these
characteristics of their correspondence may well allow it to be read in the light of
the pre-modern art of letter writing, the style and register of which clearly resonates
in the letters. However, these are matters reserved for the analysis.

177 al-Sist (2015, pt. 3: 28).
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5. Theoretical Framework and Method of Analysis

This study demonstrates a literary approach to the modern Arabic letter texts, as
opposed to the commonly adopted ethnographic, historical, or sociological
approach to letters — regardless of their geographical origin — within modern
research. The Arabic letter text’s aesthetic autonomy and expression of some kind
of literary genius are two evident implications of this kind of study. Hence, while
we have recognized that epistolaria and letters of modern Arabic speaking writers
have been published,!”® studies that employ a reading of such works from a literary
perspective of this kind have, to the best of my knowledge, not been conducted
before.

5.1 “Unnatural” Letters and the Epistolary Pact

Letters are as much fictional constructions as they are transparent reflections.
Letter writers do not merely reproduce the sentiments they feel and the events
they observe; they transform them, whether consciously or unconsciously, into
written texts whose organization, style, vocabulary, and point of view generate
particular meanings. Since both “real” and “fictional” letters are at least to some
extent mediated constructions, authentic letters cannot necessarily be rejected as
non-literary, and the distinction between real and fictional texts begins to break
down. Any correspondence, any written text, in fact, may be given a literary
reading.!”

While there is an important aspect of referentiality that is different from that in
purely fictive letters, it may be argued that “real” letters are as much literary
constructs as fictive letters, seeing that the epistolarium (the letter collection), as a
creation, does not represent the ur-letters. Furthermore, the letters themselves may
employ various literary devices and modes, and they undoubtedly transform and
(re)construct the world and the relationships therein. Thus, I am working from the

)180
b

premise of an  existing diegesis  (diégese together  with

178 See footnote 11 and “Early Modern and Modern Forms” (§ 3.2).

179 MacArthur (1990: 118).

180 Here, the French term diégése is not to be confused with the Greek word diegesis. Neither is
the term to be confused with story (histoire). Instead, diégése is better understood as the
spatio-temporal universe in which the story (train of events) occurs. By contrast, the Greek
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181 material, which will aid me in construing the literary

“world-representative
craft of narration, depiction, and characterization. As I will suggest below,'8? the
use of narratological inquiries opens up to possible ways to analyze the epistolary
personae (characters), their constellations, and the story emanating from the
epistolary universe.

This study relies on the theoretical work of Liz Stanley, Janet Gurkin Altman,
Elizabeth Jane MacArthur, Helen Dampier, and Margaretta Jolly.!83 Recent
theorizations of life narratives within the field of life writing have also played a
major role in setting the theoretical foundations of the present study. Dealing with
matters of the fragmented self, the creative and fickle work of memory, the
experience of selfhood, and the existential imperative to speak or write about the
self, a postmodern understanding of life narratives — that includes letters — has
problematized and questioned what for a long time has generally been taken for
granted concerning referentiality, truth, and the unified subject in relation to such
work.'# Over the last three decades, there has also been an increasing interest in
the textual, rhetorical and performative dimensions to letters and their
world-representative properties.!®> Further pushing the challenge posed by the
textual turn concerning the factuality of the information found in letters, and the
referentiality of their contents, Liz Stanley asserts that:

[a]s a part of the increased concern with textuality, greater attention has also been
given to the ways that letters in a correspondence construct, not just reflect, a

word diegesis refers back to the Platonic theory of the modes of representation, in which
diegesis is compared with mimesis: that is, diegesis being the “pure” narrative that is
deprived of dialog, while mimesis is the “impure” or “mixed” narrative that is related to the
mimetic nature of dramatic representation, to which dialogs, amongst other things, belong.
Also, note that, in English, the French word and the Greek word are compensated for by the
use of a single English term, namely, diegesis, and this is why a definition of the term used
is necessary to avoid any misconception. Refer to Genette (1988: 17-18).

Here, “world-representative” is not measured against a notion of “realism” nor of
extra-textual truths; rather it is the kind of world evoked by language that fills the diegesis,
and that may be more or less “realistic” or “true.”

“Narratological and Stylistic Inquiries” (§ 5.2).

See, for example, Epistolarity (1982) by Altman, Extravagant narratives (1990) by
MacArthur, “The Epistolarium” (2004) by Stanley, “Letters as/not a genre” (2005) by Jolly
and Stanley, and “She Wrote Peter Halkett: Fictive and Factive Devices” (2008) by Stanley
and Dampier.

184 See, for example, Eakin (2008), Smith and Watson (2010), and Scott (2012).

185 Stanley (2004: 202-203, 211).
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relationship, develop a discourse for articulating this, and can have a complex

relationship to the strictly referential .'%¢

Thus, we recognize that letters and correspondences engage in a construction and
maintenance of a discursive “world” and the relationships that form and develop
therein. We can therefore also speak of an epistolary character or version of the
self that is constructed by the letter writer themselves, a “persona” that equally
lends itself to textual scrutiny.'®’

Taking all of the above textual matters into consideration, one must analytically
approach the letter text with a sensitivity to the epistemological and ontological
questions it poses. In fact, as argued by Stanley, “paradox is at the heart of
epistolary matters.”!®® The paradox that purportedly lies in these dialogical and
perspectival dimensions of the letter pertains to several aspects, such as the letter’s
“message” in relation to its generally elliptical nature, a simulacrum of the writer
only in their absence by containing some of their qualities or characteristics (e.g.
typical expressions or mistakes, stains, and the hand-folded paper), the
construction of a “world” and persona while safeguarding its own referentiality,
and temporality through an interpolated narration.

The above aspects of the letter’s paradoxical quality ties in with the key
properties of the epistolary pact, as formulated by Andrea Salter, Stanley, and
Dampier:'%?

e Relationality: Letters can be regarded as an autobiographical form that
takes on a strong “I-to-and-from-You” relational mode, rather than a
dominant “I writing” one.!® Thus, this aspect of the epistolary pact, and
what Altman has dubbed “the weight of the reader,”'! signifies the
inclusion also of the “You” as an important and active presence, not only
as the addressee and reader, but also as a potential writer and “co-author”
of the larger epistolary text. Indeed, according to theorists, this aspect of the
epistolary problematizes Philippe Lejeune’s emphatic stress on the

186 Stanley (2004: 211). Cf. Stanley et al. (2012: 269, 273)

187" Cf. MacArthur (119).

188 Stanley (2004: 214). Cf. Altman (1982: 187-188).

189 Aspects of the epistolary pact are explicitly discussed in the analysis in “The Setting, the
Action, the Writer, and the Writing” (§ 7.1.1).

190 Stanley et. al. (2012: 279).

1 Altman (1982: 87-116).
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centrality of the “I,” as the author, narrator, and protagonist, at the expense
of the agentic and, possibly, responsive reader.!??

Referentiality: Letters undeniably have material as well as social referents
that include places, events, people, and states of affairs, which all comprise
an extra-textual world that is contingent on the subjective interpretation of
the “I,” and which, naturally, is open to perspectival disagreements between
the “I” and the “You.” This quite evident referential aspect of the epistolary
has caused theorists to oppose a purely textual approach to letters that does
not take into account the material and social contexts in which they were
written and exchanged, nor the effects of the contextual on the meaning of
the letter text.!”> Hence why referentiality remains a core aspect of the
epistolary pact.

Temporality: It is argued that the formalist terms in which the letter is to
be regarded as an autobiographical form ought to call attention to the aspect
of temporality and recognize it as an important constituent of the epistolary
pact.!* Characterized by what has been termed as an “interpolated
narrating,”!®> the temporality of letters is heavily dependent on the
“here-and-now” moment of writing and the temporal remove — however
short — between the “now” and the event written about.

Reciprocity: In every correspondence, there is an agreement — which may
be explicitly stated or tacitly taken for granted — about what types and levels
of engagement to expect from each correspondent in terms of, for example,
quickness in providing a response, frequency of writing, the appropriate
length of each letter, and equal turn-taking.

Stanley, Salter, and Dampier’s definition of the epistolary pact may be compared

to Altman’s elaboration on the six so-called polar dimensions of the letter,'”® from

which the former theorists appear to have developed much of their
conceptualization of the epistolary. In addition, the polarities identified by Altman

192
193
194
195

196

Stanley et al. (2012: 278).
Stanley et al. (2012: 280).
Stanley et al. (2012: 278).

That is, a complex type of narrating that combines a subsequent and simultaneous narration,

a “between the moments of action” narration marked by a quasi-interior monolog and an
after-the-event account (Genette 1980: 217-218).
Altman (1982: 187-188).
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also further emphasize the paradoxes that surround letters and correspondences;

they may be outlined as follows:!'??

Bridge/Barrier: A letter can function as both a “distance breaker” and a
“distance maker.” By employing appropriate narrative measures, the letter
writers can either make their letters call attention to alienation or
disaffection (intercessory function), unwillingly or willingly act as the only
means of communication between two or more parties (mediatory
function), or negotiate, or intervene, between intimacy and disinterest or
even enmity (intermediary function).

Confiance/non-confiance: “If the winning and losing of confiance [trust]
constitute part of the narrative content, the related oppositions confiance /
coquetterie (or candor / dissimulation) and amitié / amour [friendship/love]
represent the two primary types of epistolary style and relationship.”!® Of
course, in practice, the boundaries between these oppositions may not be as
harsh or as clear-cut, for they may also fluctuate and, at times, become
obscure. The dichotomy confiance/non-confiance (trust/mistrust) aims to
grasp the potential of the letter to be both transparent and obscure, that is,
both a “portrait of the soul” and a “mask,” or both a “confession” and a
“weapon.”

Writer/Reader: The polar dimension of writer and reader signifies the way
in which letter writers can change back and forth between the roles of the
narrator and narratee, encoder and decoder, writer and reader — usually
within one single letter. Thus, while we often think of letters as “private,”
the epistolary often calls for an audience, an addressee, that post hoc may
also involve third parties, both legitimate and illegitimate ones.

I/You, Here/There, Now/Then: Again, letters are fundamentally
dependent on reciprocity and their temporality is marked by interpolation.
According to Altman, letter writers create an illusion of the present (the

197

198

198

Polar dimensions of the letter texts are explicitly discussed in the analysis in § 7.1.1 and §
7.2.2 and § 7.2.3 as well as en passant in the third to last paragraph of “Poetry as Speech
Representation and a Part of the Epistolary Narrative” (§ 7.1.3).

Altman (1982: 186). I disagree with Altman’s translation of confiance as ‘candor’; however,

it may understood as ‘trust [whereby candor is a logical consequence],” which is more
plausible. I also have some contentions with translating coquetterie as ‘dissimulation’
without any further explanation. In this context, I understand coquetterie as a concern with
appearance or, more likely, conceit, in the sense of ingenious expression. This will become
apparent in § 7.2.2 and § 7.2.3.

Altman (1982: 186).
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“now”) by alternating between the “then(s)” of the past and the “then(s)” of
the future, which ties in with the possible distance breaking mechanisms of
the letter in both spatial and temporal terms.

e Closure/Overture: Letter writing inevitably implies either a
discontinuation or a continuation of exchange. Each single letter has the
potential to be the last one in the chain of communication, and this for many
possible reasons, such as the return of or reunion with the addressee, the
death of one of the correspondents, or the disinterest or rejection of one of
the writing parties. However, each letter is equally able to be open-ended,
leaving room for the continuation of the communication.

e Unit/Unity: A letter can be regarded as being, at the same time, both an
independent or self-contained unity and a unit of a greater constellation, that
is, the correspondence as a whole. This duality makes the letter “an apt
instrument for fragmentary, elliptical writing and juxtaposition of

29199

contrasting discrete units,””” a form that in and of itself invites the letter

writers to create or simulate a kind of narrative coherence and consistency.

Undeniably, the epistolary pact also demonstrates the ways in which the letter
cannot be limited to the letter writer and the addressee, the “I-and-You”
constellation. This, since we ought to recognize that letters

are routinely if not invariably multifocal, involving the writer/reader, the
reader/writer, legitimate and illegitimate third parties, and, in the case of

“collected” and published autobiographies and letters, this reciprocality also

includes the researcher-editor, and the readers of the published versions.2%

With regard to the epistolarium, one may single out three distinct ways of thinking
about such a production:?°! 1) A record of letters that is open for post hoc studies;
2) An accumulation of a particular letter writer’s existent letters and
correspondence; 3) The editorial transcription and production and publishing of
“ur-letters,” or rather, versions of them. It is mainly the third perspective that is of

202

concern for us here,”’* since it presents a fundamental way of thinking about the

epistolarium, or letter collection, as a creative creation, usually made by a third
party.

199 Altman (1982: 187).

200 Stanley et al. (2012: 281).

21 Stanley (2004: 218).

202 Refer to Stanley (2004: 221-223).
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On that note, however, one may recognize that the published letters that were
sampled for the present study were compiled and transcribed by a second party,
rather than a third one, considering that two individuals from the total of those who
engaged in the correspondence took upon themselves this task. According to this
third perspective, one takes into account the creative processes through which
manuscripts of letters — that is, ur-letters — are taken out from the private sphere
into the public view and the issues of representation and editorial transparency that
such a process would entail.

5.2 Narratological and Stylistic Inquiries

The above theorizations of “real” letters and correspondences indeed illustrates
some of the different formal perspectives from which one can study and appreciate
the epistolary and deal with its epistemological and ontological issues. The
components of the epistolary pact, the polar dimensions of letters, and the
epistolarium as a post hoc creation, all form the paradigm of the present study,
from within which we will accredit letters, and more specifically published letters,
their complex artistic value, creative ability, and artifice.

Taking the published letter and epistolarium as our main point of departure,

one may recall Grace Paley’s notion of “the story-teller’s pain,”2%3

recognizing that
there is a story that is wanting, and being, told by its mere enunciation and coming
into being. This pressing “story” that pains the narrator may or may not have been
intended for the public eye (or ear), but it is nevertheless there, unfolding itself, in
each single letter and in the larger epistolary constellation of which it is an integral
part.

In the case of the correspondences that are relevant for this study, it is quite
clear that the letter writers — or at least some of them (al-SiisT and al-Shabb1 and
his two friends) — could envision the possibility of their letters being published at
some point in the future already at the time of writing them. In a letter sent from
Tozeur dated “1351 shawwal 28” (24 February 1933), al-Hulaywi writes to
al-Shabbi about an encounter with their mutual friend al-Bashrtsh that is quite
telling for the fate of their correspondence:

203 “Some knowledge was creating a real physical pressure, probably in the middle of my chest
— maybe just to the right of my heart. I was beginning to suffer the storyteller’s pain: Listen!
I have to tell you something!” (Paley, 2007: ix, cursive in the original).
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Yesterday, our respected brother al-Bashriish passed me by on his way to Sfax to
partake in the audience for public office. He handed me his letter to you and a
poem that will both have reached you by this morning. He wanted me to tell you

that he wishes some of us to read the letters that we exchange so that they may

205

be like private journals [suhuf khassah],”” since I show him the letters that you

send to me, and he shows me his too, and we read each other’s exchanged letters.
So accordingly, he gave me his letter to you for me to read it. To this, he also
added: Perhaps there will come a day when they will be published for the public,
just as many of the Western litterateurs every so often have done [with their
letters].

Similarly, in a letter written in Jumada al-Awwal 1356AH (ca. July 1937), al-Stist
writes to his cousin Ibrahtm ibn Ahmad: “I would also like to sternly remind you
to keep every single letter, since I might compile them at some point in the
future.”2% Other possible indicators of al-Siist’s consciousness of the likelihood of
his correspondence being published are the nearly secretive ellipses found in his
letters to Ahmad al-Manjrah, by which meanings and things referred to become
obscure or cryptic. However, one cannot dismiss the possibility of the ellipses
being a way of safeguarding the message from illegitimate readers and, admittedly,
it is quite clear that some of them appeared at a later stage during the editorial work
of al-Illighiyyat. One such example is found in a letter dated “1359 sha ‘ban 217
(24 September 1940), when al-SiisT writes to al-Manjrah: “I wish that I could
elaborate. I wish that T could write with the kind of expression that deserves to
carry my thoughts that... however... and do I live only for words to escape from

my expressions, but...” (bi-wuddr an law util. wa-bi-wuddr an law amkana It an

204 al-Hulaywi (1966: 105).

205 Suhuf khassah, here translated as ‘private journals,” could be an allusion to the journal
intime genre that emerged in France during the 19" century (France, 2005).

206 a]-SiisT (2015, pt. 2: 213).
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aktuba bi-al- ibarah allati tastahiqqu an tahmila afkart allati...wa-lakin...wa-hal
na ‘ishu hattd tabta ‘ida min ‘ibarati kalimah lakin...)**” In the following example,
from an undated letter of response written at the end of the year 1361AH (the
winter of 1942), it may be difficult to determine whether the ellipsis is due to the
perceived redundancy of the content or because of its confidentiality: “And may
the peace, mercy, and blessings of God be upon you, father of al-Ghalt and
al-Ghazi [i.e. Ahmad al-Manjrah]! And upon Mariyah and Latifah, and....”2%
However, other instances of cryptic or elliptical writing seem to have been there
from the very beginning, such as when al-S@is1, in the above mentioned letter from
21 Sha‘ban 1359AH, also writes:

Jeb . Juinnall 3 Lkaa g Loy ) el lile adlad (oS g pads cud :Jsdl
03¢z 3 gaalall (5 55 il g 3y 53 LS Ay Hlaill (3 a1 8 Jsad o Lo ey Wl (S

209.‘3\};\2\

Thus, I say: I wish I knew! How the sun will rise upon us tomorrow, and what
our lot in the future will be. Will it be possible for us to roam freely in the business
markets, as we like? And you know what is meant by these “markets.”

Also, in another letter dated “1359 rajab 25” (29 August 1940), upon informing
al-Manjrah of the arrival of a parcel personally delivered to him:

il e ela Lo U clia g LS [ ] Al o3 Jsl 8 ela e ISy Cilia 53
210 i elly 3 ) lial Vs ol s e sla Loy T ppal cilia s LS

At the beginning of this year, I received all of that which has been sent to me [...]
I also received all of the confections, and I have finally received that which was
delivered to me through Salim, which I do not need to write about in detail.

Of course, it is difficult to assess the degree to which this consciousness of the
possibility of one’s private letters one day being published — however vague or
uncertain it might have been at the time of writing — may have affected the style
and content of the letters, and, by extension, their meaning. We might never know
with certainty whether the letters would have looked remarkably different had the

207 a]-SiisT (2015, pt. 3: 131).
28 1-StisT (2015, pt. 3: 135).
29 41.S5sT (2015, pt. 3: 129).
210 a]-SiisT (2015, pt. 3: 126).
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thought of publishing them never crossed the minds of the writers. Yet the mere
fact that the ur-letters were sampled together, transcribed, edited, and placed
between the two covers of a book in a certain arrangement, allows us not only to
appreciate the unique qualities that make up epistolary discourse as such, but also
prompts us to study the letters as a creative and highly “unnatural” representation,
or version, of the “real” historical correspondence that is out of our reach.

Gérard Genette, H. Porter Abbott, and Tilda Maria Forselius are among those
theorists who recognize the particular value of the writing action in
non-retrospective forms, such as the letter and the diary.?!! The interpolated quality
of the narration found in letters, that is, a kind of narration that takes place between
the moments of action, allows the entanglement of the narrating (the writing) and
the story, and allows the former to have an effect on the latter.?!? Thus, the letter
not only mediates the narrative, but it also becomes a part, or an element, of the
“plot.”?13

While Genette and Abbott’s narratology of the epistolary form primarily takes
its departure from fictitious works, Forselius argues that it is “obvious that also
authentic letters have this creative dimension of the action.”?'* In the analysis of
the letters written by the Swedish courtesan and spy, Julie Bjorckegren (d. 1800),
to the major general Carl Sparre (d. 1791), Forselius further writers that “[t]he
letter-texts and their truth-value ought to be understood as something that impacted
or created her life and experiences, rather than a “reflecting” [or “mirroring”]

215 although, as emphasized by Forselius,?'® this view does not entail a

quality,
total disregard for the letters’ material and social referents. However, I

acknowledge that letter writing necessarily involves a particular choice of

211 See works such as Genette (1980), Abbott (1984), and Forselius (2003).

212 Refer to Genette (1980: 217), Abbott (1984: 28), and Forselius (2003: 51).

213 See Genette (1980: 217). Compare this with the Russian formalist’s opposition between
fabula and syuzhet (Eng. ‘story’/‘plot’). Fabula (story) refers to the chronological order of
events (the train of events), that is, the raw material that exists for the creation of the syuzhet
(plot). The syuzhet (plot) refers to the employment of narrative, that is, how the fabula
(story) is told. The French structuralists later replaced the formalist opposition
fabula/syuzhet with récit/narration (Roland Barthes) and histoire/discours (Tzveten
Todorov). As with fabula, we may use the English term ‘story’ for the French term #istoire.
See Genette (1980: 14-15, footnote 2, p. 27) and Hiihn et al. (2010: keyword: “narrative
constitution”).

214 Forselius (2003: 51).

215 Forselius (2003: 51).

216 Forselius (2003: 51). Cf. Genette (1980: 217).
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“telling,” as well as selective and interpretative processes that can be highly
subjective and decisive for what is being told and how.?!”

Genette recognizes three levels within a narrative: 1) the narrative content (the
signified; the story), 2) the actual discourse or narrative text (the signifier; the
narrative), and 3) the narrative action, which also includes the whole of the real or
fictional situation in which the narrative action occurs (narrating).?'® While
Genette, in his essay Discours du récit (1972), focuses on the second level (i.e. the
narrative),?!” I will engage both the first and second level of what we refer to as a
narrative in the analysis of the letter texts. Therefore, my understanding of
narrative and narratological inquiry is that the scope of the narrative and its study
are not confined to form and non-semantic questions.

Although some headings of the analysis might solely suggest formal aspects of
the letter texts,??° I do not stop at the formal level of narrative. In contrast to a
purely formalist or structuralist approach, I do deal with the contents and semantics
of the narrative form. This illustrates how one can study formal narrative elements
in letters and, at the same time, what meaning or function can be deduced from the
form. Thus, in a more overarching sense, while the analysis may demonstrate how
one can study story making in the letter texts, the two main divisions of the
analysis, in turn, may exemplify their literary and aesthetic nature on two different
levels: the formal level and the semantic/thematic level.??! The essentially
inductive reasoning of the study that seeks to let the letter texts speak for
themselves also owes something to this apparent division of the analysis, since an
inductive approach, of itself, may entail disparities rather than similarities due to
the absence of an antecedent template or systematic vision of the genre to follow.
With this kind of reasoning, I hope to ensure a strong and sound bottom-up quality
to the analysis.

Thus, similar to epistolary fiction, that is, fiction that is cast in an epistolary
form (for example, the epistolary novel), the epistolarium (letter collection) or
correspondence may be read as one single text that involves formations of
narratives (form and content)??? and two or more characters, and with respect to

217 Cf. Abbott (1984: 28) and Forselius (2003: 51).

218 Genette (1980: 27).

219 Via Genette (1980: 27-28).

220 For example, “Dialogs and the Illusion of Mimesis” (§ 7.1.2) and “Poetry as Speech
Representation and a Part of the Epistolary Narrative” (§ 7.1.3).

21 That is, “Segment One: al-Illighiyyat (‘Writings from Illigh’)” (§ 7.1) and “Segment Two:
Rasa’il al-Shabbi” (“al-Shabbi’s Letters’) (§ 7.2).

222 See, for example, § 7.1.3 and “Stories of the Body: Illness and Physical Health” (§ 7.2.5).
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whom devices of characterization and story making are evident.’** Moreover, the
published letters are purposely read, just as they have intentionally been
transcribed and arranged by the editorial hand.

Besides aspects of the epistolary style, I will also give some attention to the
more rhetorical aspects of style, in particular lexicon (vocabulary) and rhetorical
figures, such as forms of the simile (al-tashbih) and parallelism,?** which are
aspects that could further enhance the literariness of the letter texts. It should be
noted that, while parallelism is able to take on more than one form or level (e.g.
lexicon, morphology, syntax, and semantics), it may be described as, in essence, a
rhetorical device of repetition or correspondence of language (whether antithetical
or synonymous) that creates a sense of cohesion and balance in a textual or
discursive arrangement.??®

With regard to occurrences of poetry within the letter texts, the study will not
deal with the question of prosody; rather, the discussion will be limited to the
thematic and stylistic aspects of the poetry. However, it might be interesting to
note that there seem to be a few inconsistencies in meter in some of the poetry that
appears in the letters. My personal take on this issue is that such prosodic
alternations may be quite common, especially in primarily prosaic texts, in which
poetry may act as a literary code rather than being the main purpose of the text. In
the specific case of letter writing, it may also be interpreted as a more or less
spontaneous or extemporaneous way of incorporating poetry in the main text.

5.2.2 Integrating Intertextuality as a Key Concept

Within the framework of narrative and stylistic inquiry, the analysis integrates the
task of identifying so-called “inter-texts” that may be understood as various
creative (and thematic) recyclings and/or appropriations found in the letter texts.
For this purpose, the study utilizes its text-centered approach in combination with
the concept of intertextuality. Throughout the analysis, that is, when applicable
and relevant, 1 incorporate the notion of intertextuality and the search for

223 See, for example, § 7.2.1, § 7.2.2, and “Masculine Performances and Self-Making” (§ 7.1.4
and § 7.2.7).

There seem to be a variety of terms in Arabic that could correspond to or convey the idea of
the device that we call parallelism in English, perhaps most notably, mugabalah (lit.
‘comparison; correspondence’) and mula ‘amah (lit. ‘adequacy; harmony’) (Arberry [1965:
23-24]). Cf. muwazanah (‘equilibrium’) and mumathalah (‘congruence’) in Meisami and
Starkey (1998: keyword: “muwazana”)

225 Sloane (2001: keyword: “parallelism”) and Baldick (2015: keyword: “parallelism”).
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226 on both formal and semantic levels

indigenous and non-indigenous inter-texts
of the letter texts.??’

By first placing the letter texts at the center of the analysis, one may begin to
test how the letters relate to other texts and literary and discursive conventions both
within and outside the Arabic literary tradition, both generically and thematically.
As Julie Sanders has already said: “Any exploration of intertextuality, and its
specific manifestation in the forms of adaptation and appropriation, is inevitably
interested in how art creates art, or how literature is made by literature.”??8 1
recognize that such relationships between texts may be established through
different devices and textual components like allusions, adaptations, and
appropriations and may take place on more than one level within the texts. My
understanding and use of intertextuality are therefore not limited to thematics or
form/genre, but rather, again, encompass a wider range of aspects of the letter
texts.??” For example, I recognize that a relationship of intertextuality can also be
established on stylistic grounds, which includes lexicon (vocabulary) and
rhetorical figures, such as the simile and parallelism.

Thus, intertextuality is adopted as a conceptual tool that informs, in principal,
the whole of the analysis by acknowledging that “literary texts are built from
systems, codes and traditions established by previous works of literature [...],” as
well as “systems, codes and traditions from companion art forms.”>* In these
ways, one may test how the study’s hypothesis of the letters’ aesthetic autonomy
and expression of some kind of literary genius can be supported. After all,
intertextuality may show us “how art creates art” and “how literature is made by
literature.”?*! It should also be noted that, in this context, the term appropriation is
understood as a kind of literary intervention through which the writers more or less

226 Here, non-indigenous inter-texts are broadly understood as those conventions, genres, and

works that originate or reside outside of the Arabic and/or Islamic literary and/or discursive
contexts.

27 See, for example, §7.1.1, § 7.2.1, and “Censure of Time and Life: Outlooks and Modality”
(§7.2.4).

228 Sanders (2006: 1).

22 Here, I draw on Genette’s alternative notion of transtextuality that “sets the text in
relationship, whether obvious or concealed, with other texts,” covering all aspects of the
text. See Genette (1992: 83-84). However, I will not use Genette’s technical categories of
transtextuality in an explicit and systematical way; rather, I use the term intertextuality in
that inclusive sense without the use of additional technical categories to classify different
aspects and levels of intertextuality.

230 Sanders (2006: 3).

21 Sanders (2006: 1).
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modify literary or artistic elements (including discourses) or reuse them for new

purposes or within new literary contexts.?*?

5.3 A Note on Homosociality and Masculinities

In the analysis, the working definition of the term ‘homosocial’ is a purely
descriptive one. The term ‘homosocial,” or ‘homosociality,” is used to describe
non-sexual or non-romantic same-sex relationships between men.?** The critical
theorist usage of the term, in which homosociality is used as an analytical tool to
describe an environment where women are excluded, and/or a context of male
bonding that is accompanied by homophobic sentiments, is not intended by my
descriptive usage of the term. Nevertheless, the social preference for people of the
same sex that this term also connotes is not left unnoticed, which, in extension,
alters the gender composition of socializing contexts, such as fraternities and other
social circles.?** For, as Nils Hammarén and Thomas Johansson write on the topic
of theorizing homosociality, I recognize that:

[i]n the literature, this concept [i.e. homosociality] is mainly used as a tool to
understand and dissect male friendships and men’s collective attempts to uphold
and maintain power and hegemony [...] The overall picture from the research,
however, promotes the notion that homosociality clearly is a part and extension
of hegemony, thus serving to always reconstruct and safeguard male interests and
power.2

However, as Hammarén and Johansson also clearly note, which is of particular
interest for the current working definition of the term “homosociality,” which seeks
to be ambient enough to encompass a plurality of masculinities and male bondings:

There is a clear and growing body of literature that brings forward more nuanced
images of masculinity, thus stretching and extending the concept of
homosociality to investigate possible reconstructions of hegemonic masculinity
(e.g., Anderson, 2008, 2009).2%¢

In line with such research, I would argue not only for the importance of broadening
the concept of homosociality, but also for incorporating a pluralistic perspective

232
233

OED Online (keyword: “appropriation, n.”)

Stevenson and Lindberg (2010: keyword: “homosocial”).

234 Griffin (2017: keyword: “homosociality”).

235 Hammarén and Johansson (2011: 5).

236 Hammarén and Johansson (2011: 7). For the references mentioned in the quote, see
Anderson (2008; 2009).
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when investigating male emotionality and expressivity within literary contexts.
The current study hopes to be a part of the growing literature that, while
acknowledging hegemonic masculinities, also brings forth nuanced and divergent
images of masculinity and homosociality as they appear in literature, not least in
relation to the cultural and racialized categories that the Arabic literary tradition
may connotate (e.g. “Muslim” or “Arab”).

Due to the very sparse research done on literary models of masculinity in
Arabic literature,”’ I believe that there is a pressing need for incorporating this
kind of explorative examination of masculine performances and self-making in
literary studies on male authorships in Arabic, which is why I have chosen to do
so in the current study. Thus, I am seeking to investigate the discursive
construction and entertainment of male subjects and the relationships between
these male subjects in the sampled epistolary material.>*® A text-centered literary
study of these constructions of masculinities and homosociality safeguards the
bottom-up quality of the analysis that I seek to uphold, including in relation to this
topic. Again, this kind of inductive approach to literary models of masculinity and
homosociality ensures that any final analysis or interpretation is subordinated to
the actual text.

Thus, I would argue that the strengths of a literary analytical approach to the
subject of masculinity and homosociality are that we are moving from the Arabic
text outwards, ensuring that the interpretative and contextual aspects of our reading
are always tested against the embedded qualities and features of the actual Arabic
text. The literary analytical approach also highlights the use and function of literary
devices and features in the construction of male subjects and their relationship with
their male correspondents,?*® which would both add to the literariness of the letter
texts and inform it at the same time. While not producing generalizable results, nor
aiming to do so, a study of masculinity and homosociality of this kind lends itself
to further inspiration and comparison with respect to future research in this nascent
field.

237 A small body of previous literature has been found, most notably Birairi (1999), Elsadda
(2007; 2012), Agachy (2009), Richardson (2012), Wen-Chin (2017), Columbu (2020), and
an unpublished Master’s thesis by Viteri Marquez (2020). Other studies on the construction
of masculinities in the Arab and Muslim world takes place outside of the literary field (e.g.
Ghoussoub and Sinclair-Webb [2009]).

238 See in particular § 7.1.4,§ 7.2.7,§ 7.2.1, and § 7.2.2.

29 See, for example, “Personal Mental Health and the Romantic Side of Pain and Suffering” (§
7.2.3).
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5.4 Working Questions

It is against the background of these essential conceptualizations of and approaches
to the letter as a creative and literary form and the “artificiality” of published letters
that the present study will engage the primary material by posing a set of working
questions (see below). Furthermore, it is important to note that the theory and its
components discussed above will only be applied and discussed in the analysis to
the extent to which they are found to be relevant to and present in the letter texts.
However, this disclaimer does not take away from the importance of the theory
being outlined and discussed to the extent above, since it constitutes the paradigm
within which this study operates; a paradigm that is largely novel in relation to
research on Arabic literature and epistolography.

Working Questions

e How do the letters produce stories?;

e How does narrative organization, style, and vocabulary affect story
making?

e What kinds of story worlds and characters do the letters construct?

e How are events and subjective sentiments reproduced and transformed in
the epistolary written text?

e How do such properties inform the discursive images of masculinity and
homosociality?

The questions are intentionally left somewhat open or broad to give room for the
potential variety of literary properties and themes that may be induced through a
text-centered approach to the letter texts. Moreover, I motive this choice and
reasoning by reminding the reader that this kind of literary study of Arabic letters
— from this time-period or another — is untypical. Thus, I would argue that, given
the current state of the art within this research area, it is important to allow the
texts, within some theoretical and methodological parameters (as outlined in this
chapter), to unfold and generate analytical material as freely as possible,
particularly in anticipation that this approach will aid the formulation of questions
and focuses for future research within the area of Arabic letters, letter collections,
and epistolography. In practical terms, I have generated the focuses and themes of
the analysis?*’ through a close reading that, with the aid of my working questions,
enabled me to gather significant and/or prominent features, themes, and patterns.

240 Asoutlinedin § 7.1 and § 7.2.
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During this initial analytical stage of the study, I documented my findings
according to thematic divisions (e.g. characters’ dynamics, illness and health, and
dhamm al-dahr [censure of time/fate]), which were then assembled together and
organized accordingly in the analysis.
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6. Introduction

This introductory chapter to the analysis presents brief biographies of the seven
letter writers in order to introduce the reader to the historical figures behind the
sampled letters and their specific historical contexts. The reader is first introduced
to the three letter writers of Rasa il al-Shabbi (§ 6.1.1) and then to the four letter
writers of al-Illighiyyat (§ 6.1.2).

It should be noted that the study’s advocating of a text-centered approach to the
sampled letter texts should not be mistaken for a total disregard for or rejection of
history and historicity. In line with other literary scholars that have argued for a
text-centered method,?*! I agree that literary analysis and interpretation need the
aid of history, because how would we otherwise understand, for example, textual
referents and the specific usage of words? Moreover, as pointed out above (§ 5.1),
referentiality is also a core aspect of the epistolary pact. However, we must
maintain that historical-biographical inquiries and explanations are not the sole nor
the main road into the text.

6.1 The Letter Writers or Dramatis Personae

What follows are brief biographies of the writers of the letters that were sampled
for the analysis below. The reader will undoubtedly notice that the amount of
information and the details provided varies from letter writer to letter writer. This
is due to the differing availability of and accessibility to biographical information
about the historical persons of concern. Inevitably, when writing biographies of
personalities, such as Abil al-Qasim al-Shabbi, Muhammad al-Mukhtar al-SusT,
and Muhammad al-Hulayw1, one will have more sources to readily consult than,
say, when writing those of Ibrahtm ibn Ahmad, the cousin of al-Siist, and Shaykh
al-Tahir ibn Muhammad al-Ifrani.

Moreover, for a better understanding of the letter writers and the broader social
contexts in which they wrote, [ have deemed it necessary and useful to first include
a segment that briefly describes the socio-political situation in Tunisia and
Morocco at the time. The backdrop will focus on a few key events that took place

241 As argued and discussed in the article by Wellek (1978: 615).



92

* BROTHERLY LETTERS

in the two countries in relation to two important societal groups, namely, political
and religious figures and social agents, and the colonial presence in the two
countries. In the case of Morocco, the section will concentrate on the French
colonial power and its regime, rather than on the Spanish colony in the northern
and southern parts of the country.?*? Not only did French Morocco have a larger
territory, it also covered the areas that are relevant to our Moroccan letter writers,
in particular Marrakech, Rabat, and Fez. Moreover, limited space calls us to
narrow down our focus in this regard.

6.1.1 The Three Friends in Tunisia

In Rasa’il al-Shabbr, the correspondence between al-Shabbt and al-Hulaywt opens
in the middle of summer, with a letter from al-Shabbi dated “29 muharram 1348”
(7 July 1929), and ends with a letter from al-Hulayw1 dated 19 August 1934 (8
Jumada al-Awwal 1353). The first letter from al-Bashriish to al-Hulayw1 was
written in February 1933, with no date specified, and ends with an undated letter
in connection to the death of their mutual friend al-Shabbi in October 1934. Thus,
the epistolarium comprises letters that were written and exchanged during a period
of roughly five years.

Needless to say, many critical events took place both inside and outside of
Tunisia, during the first half of the 20™ century. In the West, we had the dire stock
market crash of Wall Street in 1929, initiating the Great Depression that would
hang over the Western world for most of the coming decade. In 1933, the NSDAP
ascended to power and Adolf Hitler was appointed as Reich Chancellor of
Germany. In East Asia, the fatal Chinese Civil War, in which the Chinese
Communist Party would eventually emerge as victorious, was as yet ongoing.

Inside Tunisia, which still had at least two decades to go until its independence
from the French colonial rule, we find the emergence of two key political
movements: the Destour Party (al-Hizb al-hurr al-dustiri, ‘The Constitutional
Liberal Party’) (est. 4 June 1920) and its progeny, the Neo-Destour Party (al-Hizb
al-hurr al-dustirt al-jadid, ‘The New Constitutional Liberal Party’) (est. 1 March
1934). After the First World War, the earlier nationalist party, Young Tunisians
(Jeunes Tunisiens) (est. 7 February 1907), branched out to form the Destour

242 The northern zone of the Spanish colonial territory covered the area of the Mediterranean
coastline and the Strait of Gibraltar, encompassing cities such as Ceuta, Larache
(al-*Ara’ish), Tetuan (Tatwan), and Melilla (Am. Tamlilt), while the southern zone covered
Cape Juby and the borders to Western (then Spanish) Sahara, which encompassed cities like
Tarfaya (Tarfayah), then called Villa Bens, and Ifni (Ifn1). See Diaz-Andreu (2015: 50-52).
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Party.?** The leader of the new movement was the nationalist and reformist ‘Abd
al-'Aziz al-Tha‘alib1 (d. 1944), who was also the editor of one of the first Arabic
nationalistic journals, Sabil al-rashad (‘The Way of Integrity’) (est. 1896).24

During a journey in Egypt, al-Tha‘alibi met with prominent figures from the
Egyptian Arab nationalist and reformist movement, such as Muhammad ‘Abduh
(d. 1323/1905), Muhammad Rashid Rida (d. 1354/1935), and the political
journalist and editor-in-chief of the pan-Islamic and anti-colonialist newspaper
al-Mu’ayyid (‘The Supporter’), ‘Al Yasuf (d. 1331/1913), who all contributed to
the nationalist thought of the Destour Party’s leader.*> Its progeny, the
Neo-Destour Party, which was founded about fourteen years later, was chiefly lead
by the authoritarian reformer and, at a later stage, by the first president of the
Republic of Tunisia, Habib Bii'rgibah (al-Habib Ba Raqibah) (1321-1421/1903-
2000).

B 'rgibah was, in fact, skeptical of the Arab nationalism and pan-Arab politics
that the preceding Destour Party had indulged. Instead, rather than Arab, Bii'rgibah
specifically advocated for a Tunisian nationalism and was in favor of
French-Arabic bilingualism, while also affirming the Arab character of the
country.?*® In the language politics of Bii'rgibah and his supporters, Arabization
did not entail an entire transformation of the Tunisian society to a standard variant
of the Arabic language; rather, its purpose was to introduce bilingualism and,
according to some proponents (including Bii'rgibah), bring more attention to the
Tunisian vernacular language.>*’ Thus, here, it may be more correct to speak of
“Tunisification” rather than Arabization, the former concept often being more
tolerant of a bilingual system.?*® On that note, interestingly enough, it was only a
small group of the Tunisian population who were able to attain actual proficiency
in French, most probably those who had had the social and economic privilege of
receiving education within a pure French school system.?*’

In connection with the nationalist reformists and their social cause, one must
also remember the great status that the Tunisian ‘ulama’,*> the religious scholars,

243

Refer to Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “dustiir”).

244 Bearman et al. (2012: keywords: “al-Tha‘alib1”).

245 See Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “al-Tha‘alibr”).

246 Fleet et al. (2014: keyword: “Bourguiba”).

247 Refer to Green (1978: 199).

28 See Micaud (1978: 93-94).

249 See Versteegh (2014: 259-262, 266-267). Cf. Micaud (1978: 93-94, 100).

20 “Ulama’ pl. of ‘alim, [...] learned , erudite; scholar, savant, scientist; (in Islam) theologian
and expert in canonical law.” Refer to Wehr (1979: keyword: “‘alima”). In the specific
Tunisian context dealt with in the segment, Arnold Green presents a much-needed
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enjoyed as elites within the Tunisian societal order and contemplate the social
manifestations of their status. The appearances of the Tunisian ‘ulama’ were many
and diverse, and we will not be able to go through them all here, but some of
particular interest are their enjoyment of privileges that were very similar to those
of some high administrative officials, such as the frequent receiving of royal gifts
in the form of residences and estates, and the benefit of residing close to influential
and wealthy statesmen in places like Sidi Bou Said (Sidi Bu Sa‘1d), Carthage
(Qartaj), La Marsa (al-Marsa), and Hammam-Lif (Hammam al-Anf). In addition
to the above material privileges, the religious scholars were also reserved certain
epithets and titles of honor, by which they were addressed.?!

Thus, as a body, the religious figures had a strong sense of corporate identity.
In a sense, they were a “literati” that specialized in the task of conserving societal
values through the interpretation of sacred texts.?>? The Mufti and Imam of Turkish
origin, Ahmad ibn Muhammad Bayram (d. 1353/1935), who earned the honorific
“shaykh al-islam” (‘Shaykh of Islam’),?>* declared that the role of the ‘ulama’ in
Tunisia was to personify Islam in Tunisia,?** hence why the whole value system of
the religious scholars and their public appearance was highly identified with the
religion. Moreover, this air of traditionalism — or neo-traditionalism — also
manifested itself through language, through the use of a refined Arabic that was
closer to Classical Arabic than the vernacular, in both official and unofficial
situations.?*

During the years under the French colonialism, an almost exclusively French
administration was established, along with a number of French schools, which
promoted the French language both as the object of study and as the means of
instruction. Classical Arabic was therefore confined to the traditional theological
institute, al-Zaytiinah, as well as to Sadiqiyyah College (al-Madrasah

delimitation of the usage of the term ‘ulamda’. Here, the term denotes “a sort of academic
fraternity which had entrance requirements based on religious as well as on scholarly
considerations. [...] Since no one was employed as an alim [sic] or granted a degree as one,
the title was honorific or ascribed rather than technical” (Green [1978: 25-26]).

251 Green (1978: 50).

22 Cf. Green 1978 (51).

233 Refer to Green (1978: 243). For more on the honorific “shaykh al-islam” and its history, see
Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “Shaykh al-Islam”).

2% Via Green 1978 (51).

255 Green (1978: 50).
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al-Sadiqiyyah, est. 1875), founded by the reformer Khayr al-Din Pasha al-Ttinist
(d. 1307/1890).2%¢

The “Arabists,” as Mohamed Daoud refers to them, includes all advocates of
the Arabic language, including Arabic linguists, Arab nationalists, teachers, and
Muslim activists. What they all have in common is that they perceived both
Tunisian Arabic and French as threats to the purity of Classical Arabic, which in
turn gave rise to a resistance to the concurrent advocacies for a holistic
modernization or standardization of the Arabic language.?’ In addition to that,
many of these Arabists were also active in Arabization agencies that particularly
concerned themselves with getting through a language policy that would serve
their social and ideological cause.?®

Thus, in short, the religious figures and social agents adopted a more or less
mono-cultural and traditionalist, or purist, stance in questions concerning the
national identity of Tunisian society, which, as has been shown, was closely linked
to language and its cultural conceptualizations. After all, “Arabization” — in its
sociolinguistic and cultural sense — almost invariably constituted a major
component in the struggle for independence throughout the colonized Arab world.
The language was seen as a part of the Muslim identity of the country, as well as
of religious orthodoxy. Because of the ‘ulamd’’s high position within the Tunisian
societal order, their traditional value system and its various manifestations,
Classical Arabic being one of them, and their societal as well as political function,
must presumably have exceeded that of a mere symbolic value of a venerated past.

The impact of the colonial presence and language politics on pre-independence
Tunisian society and its intellectual and cultural life cannot be overestimated. In
pre-independence Tunisia, French became an official part of the public space (e.g.
bilingual currency [the franc], street names, and building signs), while Arabic,
regardless of its variety, was limited to religion and the privacy of one’s home.?’
This was because of the stern language policies that the French colonial power
(1881-1956) implemented.

The harsh language policies of the colonial power prior to the 1910s may be
illustrated by the introduction of a press law that would only tolerate newspapers
in French, consequently inhibiting the printing of domestic newspapers in Arabic

256 See Micaud (1974: 93-94) and Daoud (1991: 9). For more on Sadigiyyah College, see
Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “al-Sadikiyya”).

27 See Newman (2013) and Versteegh (2014: 259-262, 266-267).

28 Daoud (1991: 12).

23 See Dobie (2003) and Versteegh (2014: 259-262, 266-267).
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and the importing of Arabic newspapers from outside of the country.?** In order to
establish a newspaper one was required to obtain special rights and, as an Arab,
submit oneself to French conditions, such as adopting the French language or
seeking French citizenship.?¢! From the 1910s onwards, however, the severity of
these language policies was somewhat lessened and it became possible to publish
Arabic newspapers on a domestic level, albeit under strict control.?6?

One may say that French was — and to a great degree continued to be
post-independence — not only the language that dominated the public space, but
also the one language that guaranteed social and economic mobility.?$> However,
as modern Tunisian history has shown, with its disparate political and cultural
voices emanating from nationalists, conservatives, and reformists alike, sometimes
one has to know the rules well in order to break them effectively.

Muhammad al-Hulaywt

One may think that, granted the almost legendary status of Abti al-Qasim al-Shabbi
and the apparent leading role he has been given in the epistolarium Rasa il
al-Shabbi, as hinted in both its title and introduction, he should be dealt with first
in this company of three friends. Insomuch as this may be true, al-Hulayw1 is still
the compiler and editor of the book, and for that reason, he will appear first.

His full name is Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Salam ibn Ahmad ibn ‘Al1 al-Hulayw1
al-Qayrawant and he is perhaps most remembered as a writer, poet, and literary
critic; he was also an elementary school teacher and, at a later point, a professor in
a secondary school.?** al-Hulaywi was born on 3 August 1907 (12 Jumada
al-Thani, 1324AH) in the old and well-known city of Kairouan (al-Qayrawan),
situated about 184 kilometers from the capital Tunis. He got his primary education
at a Franco-Arabic school in Kairouan. After graduating, he pursued further
education at the teacher training college in Tunis (Madrasat Tarshih al-Mu‘allimin,
today: Dar al-Mu‘allimin al-‘Ulya at Tunis University), until he graduated in 1927
at the age of 20 or 21.26°

It was during his time as a student at the teacher training college that al-Hulayw1
met al-Shabbi. Their first meeting took place during one of al-Hulayw1’s visits to
his cousin and childhood friend Shaykh Mahmiid al-Baji (d. 1407/1987), who, like

260 See Dajani (2011: 55-57).

%1 Dajani (2011: 55-57).

262 Dajani (2011: 55-57).

263 Chaldeos (2016: 383-384) and Horne (2017: 118).

264 Mahfuz (1994: keyword: “al-Hulayw?”) and Fontaine (1999: 205-206).

265 Mahfuz (1994: keyword: “al-Hulayw1”); al-Jazzar and al-Qasmi (2012:13).
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al-Shabbi, was a student at the Zaytiinah Institute (al-Zaytiinah) in Tunis.?¢ After
graduating from the teacher training college in Tunis, al-Hulayw1 also received
diplomas in translation studies (1930) and Arabic literature (1940), and in 1960
was appointed as Assistant Professor at the Secondary School of Kairouan
(Ma‘had al-Qayrawan al-Thanawi), where he worked until retiring ten years
later.267

al-Hulaywi in company (n.d.).**® From right to left: Dr. Ibrahim Shubbith, French orientalist Régis
Blachére, al-Hulaywi, and poet and professor Ja ‘far Majid

In Tarajim al-mu’allifin al-tinisiyyin (‘The Biographies of Tunisian Writers’),
Muhammad Mahfiiz writes that, already at an early stage in his youth, probably in
his early or mid-teens, al-Hulayw1 came into contact with some of the litterateurs
and writers of Kairouan. This group of writers consisted of personalities such as
the journalist and founder of the cultured paper al-Qayrawan (‘The Kairouan
Gazette’), al-Shaykh ‘Umar al-"Ujrah, and the poets al-Shadhilt ‘Ata’” Allah (d.
1412/1991), Muhammad Bii'sharbiyyah al-Ansarm1 (d. 1372/1952), and
Muhammad al-Fa’iz (d. 1372/1953).2¢°

266 Mahfuz (1994: keyword: “al-HulaywT”); al-Jazzar and al-Qasmi (2012: 13-14).

267 Mahfuz (1994: keyword: “al-Hulayw1”).

268 Unless otherwise stated, all the pictures used in this section (“The Three Friends in
Tunisia”) can be found in Rasa il al-Shabbi (al-Hulaywi [1966, front matter]) and were first
published in Tunisia. These pictures are now part of the public domain, given that their
copyright protection has come to an end as per Law No. 93-36 of February 24, 1994, on
Literary and Artistic Property (Qanin ‘adad 36 li-sanat 1994 mu arrakh fi 24 fifi7 1994
yata ‘allaqu bi-al-milkiyyah al-adabiyyah wa-al-fanniyyah). Image from Wikimedia
Commons (Retrieved: 2019-06-20).

269 Mahfuz (1994: keyword: “al-Hulayw1”).

N
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For the task of filling its pages, al-'Ujrah’s paper, a/-Qayrawan, was more or
less left by its founder to the young, debuting writers of Kairouan, such as
al-Hulaywi, Muhammad al-Fa’iz, and Bii'sharbiyyah.?’° Furthermore, at that
particular time, there seems to have been a general trend among the educated youth
of Kairouan to get their work published in papers and distribute them among
themselves, and al-Hulaywi himself got some of his articles published in
al-Qayrawan under a pseudonym when he was not more than sixteen of age.?’!
The articles that the young debuting writers of Kairouan produced dealt with
subjects such as issues within the educational system and the affairs of literary

clubs and organizations.?"?

The literary thought of al-Hulaywi, of which
criticism, according to Fontaine, was his sharpest domain
and where he made the most crucial contributions,?’> had
two main sources of influence, namely the literary
criticism of Arab writers writing from within the Arab
world and the writings of the Mahjar poets (‘The
Immigrant Poets”).2”*

[ ‘ i The literary revivalist movement was initiated by the
Young al-Hulaywiin year 1934 Typigian reformer and journalist Zin al-‘Abidin

al-SantissT (1901-1965) from Sidi Bou Said, primarily
through his literary journal al- ‘Alam al-adabi (‘The Literary World’) (est. March
1930). Fontaine writes that the journal of al-SaniissT “a eu la chance d’avoir un
soutien critique dans la personne de Muhammad al-HALIWI [sic][...]”?"> While
Fontaine does not elaborate on how al-Hulayw1’s critical support manifested itself,
it may be deduced that it primarily took form in his own writings within the field
of literary criticism.

Although perhaps uttered out of fraternal love and admiration, al-Hulayw1
himself seems to have been of the firm belief that the true champion of the literary
revivalist or reformist movement (harakat al-tajdid al-adab?) in the country was
none other than his friend al-Shabbi. In a personal letter sent from Béni Khalled

20 Mahfuz (1994: keyword: “al-Fa’iz””) and al-Mar ‘ashli (2006: 1097).

21 Mahfuz (1994: keyword: “al-Hulayw1”; 1994d: 12-13).

22 Mahfuz (1994: keyword: “al-Shabb1”).

23 Fontaine (1999, vol. 2: 205). Cf. Mahfuz (1994: keyword: “al-HulaywT”).

274 Fontaine (1999, vol. 2: 205).

275 “[it] was fortune enough to find critical support in the person of al-Hulaywi.” Fontaine
(1999, vol. 2: 205).
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confessional spirit:

In a letter written in December of the same year,?”’ al-Hulayw1 discloses to
al-Shabbfi, with a similar visionary energy, the great esteem in which he holds his
friend. Here, al-HulaywT uses the French writers Lamartine and Sainte-Beuve and
their friendship as personal tokens for their own literary cause, its struggles, and
the detrimental “temptations” that might lure in the outside world, and which may
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I am the first to believe in your message; rather, I am the one who in you — ever
since the dawn of The Poetic Imagination [al-Khayal al-shi r7] — have seen a
brave leader for the literary reformist movement in Tunisia. Since, in you, I see
the Messenger who was sent to convey the Message of Literature.
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In this journal [majallat al-‘Alamin],* 1 found the letters that had been
exchanged between Lamartine and Sainte-Beuve, the famous Romantic critic,

276
277
278
2

2
°

al-HulaywT (1966: 103).

Béni Khalled, 10 December 1933. See al-Hulaywi (1966: 122-124).

al-Hulaywi (1966: 124).

This most probably refers to the French literary newspaper Le Globe (1824-1832).
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from the time of their acquaintance to the rupture of their relationship. In these
letters, one finds Sainte-Beuve’s great admiration for Lamartine, manifestations
of his friendship with him, and his sincere love and feelings of fraternity towards
him, up until the day when Lamartine left literature for politics. This is where
they parted ways with each other. [...] In that intellectual pleasure which I felt
upon reciting [ inda tilawah] their letters, I associated [the words of
Sainte-Beuve] with you, because, in them, [ saw a resemblance to that which we
have of mutual love [widdd] and mutual exchange of hopes about the future. [...]
It was as if a voice from within myself said: “In these letters, you resemble
Sainte-Beuve, and your friend, he resembles Lamartine” [...] But I truly do hope
that our friendship will last forever; without any rupture or disloyalty. Peace.
From your brother.

The above excerpt from al-HulaywT’s letter in a way also exemplifies his take on
modern comparative literature (al-adab al-muqaran), which somewhat differed
from that of his peers and senior literary critics. al-Hulaywi was skeptical of the
tendency of the field to overestimate the question of influence and often to make
hasty and, according to al-Hulaywi, ungrounded conclusions thereof. Instead of
resorting to the idea of taking and borrowing (al/-akhdh wa-al-igtibas), al-Hulayw1
adopts, in essence, an asymptotic (juxtaposing or approximating) approach, in
which something gets closer and closer to something else, but never quite reach.?°
He himself wrote comparatively about the pre-modern poet and critic Aba “Al1
al-Hasan al-Qayrawani (d. 456/1063-4 or 463/1071), commonly known as Ibn
Rashiq, the French poet and literary critic Nicolas Boileau-Despréaux (d. 1711),
the Arab prose writer al-Jahiz (d. 255/868 or 869), and Voltaire (d. 1778).28!

It is clear that, for al-Hulayw1, authors from either completely different epochs,
or simply from different generations, can arrive at the same or similar results or
deliver a corresponding set of ideas without them necessarily having come into

282 Thus, similitude does not necessarily

contact with the works of their foregoers.
entail or ought to be thought of as a giving-and-receiving, or influencer-and-
influenced, type of relationship between two literary works. Just as critics found

that Boileau expressed ideas and opinions similar to those found in al- ‘Umdah

280 Cf. al-Jazzar and al-Qasimi (2012: 26-27).

281 See al-Hulayw1’s two articles: “Sina‘at al-shi‘r bayna Ibn Rashiq wa-Bwald” (‘The Craft of
Poetry According to Ibn Rashiq and Boileau’) and “Muqaranah bayna al-Jahiz wa-Faltir”
(‘A Comparison between al-Jahiz and Voltaire’), in al-Jazzar and al-Qasimi (2012: 181-187;
188-194).

282 Refer to al-Hulayw’s article “Sina‘at al-shi‘r bayna Ibn Rashiq wa-Bwalii” via al-Jazzar
and al-Qasimi (2012: 181-187).
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(‘The Mainstay’) by his North African predecessor Ibn Rashiq,? al-Hulaywi was
taken aback by the incidental similarities between his and al-Shabb1’s exchanged
letters and those of Sainte-Beuve and Lamartine.

Kairouan 1904, a view from one of the minarets showing the city wall**

In the social aspects of life, al-HulaywT was also a defender of the nationalist and
reformist al-Tahir al-Haddad (d. 1353/1935) when his book [Imra’atuna fi
al-shari‘ah wa-al-mujtama * (‘Our Woman in Islamic Law and Society’) caused a
great stir in the cultural and intellectual spheres of the country, including the

Tunisian press.?%

al-Haddad is generally recognized as having pioneered the
Tunisian movement for feminine liberation, and through his book Imra atuna fi
al-shart‘ah, he took on the task of proving that his seemingly liberal ideas and call
for increasing the rights of women were not antithetical to Islamic teachings.?3¢

In one of his letters, sent to al-Shabbi from Béni Khalled,??” dated 5 November
1930, al-Hulaywi tells his friend about an earlier visit to the capital and

antagonistically expresses his disappointment in the reception of al-Haddad’s

283

Ibn Rashiq was originally from present-day Algeria. His work, al- Umdah (‘The Mainstay’),
is a well-known encyclopedic work on poetry. For more on Ibn Rashiq, see van Fleet et al.
(2014: keyword: “Ibn Rashiq”).

284 Source: Library of Congress, via PICRYL (Retrieved: 2019-02-14). Public Domain Images.
285 See al-Hulaywi (1966: 55).

286 See Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “al-Haddad, al-Tahir”).

7 al-Hulaywi (1966: 54-56).
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work, as well as an aversion to the coercive conservative forces that want to silence
it:
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I paid a visit to the capital at the beginning of this month. From the “Tunisia of
the social circles and associations,” I managed to observe the impact of that
lightning bolt [i.e. the book of al-Haddad] which struck down on the heads of the
addicts of rigidity [ahlds al-jumid] and the tattered garments of the tombs [anda’
al-luhiid]. Thus, I left them, like buffoons who do not care about anything nor
understand what they themselves are saying. I assume that you have already read
what the Tunisian press have said in the matter and how the majority of the
reactionary newspapers discredit it [the book]. Likewise, all those from whom
one had expected defense and support remained silent about al-Haddad’s book.
You know enough when you hear that al-Sawab [‘Reason’] did not write a single
word about it. I did not see anyone standing up for the author except for the paper
al-Hilal [‘The Crescent’] and the journal al- ‘Alam al-adabi. Even they did so in
a languid and artificial manner.

al-Hulayw1 concludes his point of view by informing al-Shabbit that Tunisia is
currently tantamount to two fighting parties: one party consisting of the forces of
a highhanded tyrant (hizb quwa ‘at jabbar muhdjim), who are the radical
reactionaries (al-raj iyyin al-mutatarrifin), and another one consisting of the
reformist thinkers (al-mufakkirin al-mujaddidin). While himself being a
sympathizer and supporter of the reformist cause, the silence with which the
majority of its followers responded to the controversy of al-Haddad’s book is, for
al-Hulaywi, a great defeat and setback: “[...] [Clowardice and weakness has
overcome its members; they are not ready to make any sacrifice for the cause of

principles in the way in which al-Haddad has done.”?

288 al-Hulaywi (1966: 55).
289 al-Hulaywi (1966: 55).
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Other than Rasa’il al-Shabbi,®® a few examples from al-Hulaywi’s

bibliography are:?*!

o Fial-adab al-tinisi (‘ About Tunisian Literature’)?%?
o al-Ta'ammulat (‘Reflections’) (diwan/poetry)*”

e Ma ‘a al-Shabbi (‘Conversations with al-Shabbi’)?*
e Rasa’il (‘Letters’)?%

o Mabahith wa-dirasat adabiyyah (‘Literary Studies
o F7al-tarbiyah wa-al-ta ‘lim (‘On Teaching and Education
o Yawmiyyat Muhammad al-Hulaywi (‘The Diary of Muhammad

’)296

’)297

al-Hulayw1’)?*8
e Numerous creative, journalistic, and academic contributions to
contemporaneous literary journals and papers, such as:
o Abillii (‘Apollo’) (Egypt, 1932-1934);>
“Shakwa wa-alam” (‘Complaint and Pain’) (poetry)>®

-

“al-Rumantism fT al-adab al-faransi
)301

(‘Romanticism in French
Literature’) (literary criticism
“Ibn Rashiq: ra’yuhu f1 al-shi‘r wa-al-sha‘ir” (‘Ibn Rashiq and his
View on Poetry and the Poet’) (literary criticism)>?

290
291

292
29.

<

294

29;
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30
302

Published by Dar al-Maghrib al-‘Arabi (Tunis, 1966).

For a comprehensive bibliography, see the Complete Works project, al-4 ‘mal al-kamilah
li-Muhammad al-Hulaywt (‘The Complete Works of Muhammad al-Hulayw1’), edited by
Munsif al-Jazzar and Fathi al-Qasimi (2012). See also Mahftiz (1994: keyword:
“al-Hulayw1”).

The book was published in 1969 by al-Dar al-Tainisiyyah lil-Nashr (Tunis).

Published in 1987 by al-Mu’assasah al-Wataniyyah lil-Tarjamah wa-al-Tahqiq
wa-al-Dirasat (Bayt al-Hikmah) (Tunis). This is a collection (diwan) of original poetry by
the author himself, a large amount of which had previously been published in literary
journals.

Published in 1955 by Silsilat Kitab al-Ba‘th (Tunis). This book is especially dedicated to the
literary work of al-Shabbi.

Unpublished. See Mahfuz (1994: keyword: “al-HulaywT”). Mahfuiz only lists the titles of
al-Hulayw1’s bibliography without specifying their content; however, what is apparent from
the title of this work is that it is another epistolarium besides Rasa il al-Shabbr.
Published in 1977 by al-Sharikah al-Tainisiyyah lil-Tawzi‘ in Tunis.

Unpublished (Mahftiz, 1994a: 70).

Manuscript. Published for the first time in al-Jazzar and al-Qasmi (2012: 1312-1352).
Founded by the Egyptian writer and physician Ahmad Zaki Aba Shadi (1374/1955). For
more on Abii Shadi, see Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “Abti Shadi™).

Aballia, No. 10 (June 1933[a]): 1136-1138.

Aballii, No. 2 (October 1933[c]): 136-142.

Aballia, No. 10 (June 1933[b]): 1161-1167.
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o al-Risalah (‘The Message’) (Egypt, 1933-1953);3%°
“Yu'jibuni...” (‘I Like..."”) (poetry)%*
“I14 al-Ma‘artT” (‘To al-Ma‘arr?) (poetry)*®
o al-Fikr (‘Thought’) (Tunisia, 1955-1986);3%
“Min udaba’ina al-rahilin: al-Bashriish” (‘From our Late Authors:
al-Bashriish”) (literary criticism)>%’
“Suwar gharibah lil-Shabb1” (‘Peculiar Images of al-Shabb1’) (literary
criticism)3%®
“al-Shi‘r al-siyast f1 al-adab al-tiinist al-mu‘asir” (‘Political Poetry in
Contemporary Tunisian Literature’) (literary criticism)3%
“Dhikra laylah bi-hada’iq al-Qasar bi-Qurtubah” (‘A Remembrance of a

Night in the Gardens of Alcazar of Cordoba’) (poetry)3!°

Abii al-Qasim al-Shabbr

Abii al-Qasim al-Shabbt ibn al-Shaykh Muhammad ibn Ab1 al-Qasim Ibrahim
al-Shabb1 was, according to the information published about him during his
lifetime and posthumously, born on 24 February 1909 (3 Safar, 1327AH) in a
village called al-Shabbiyyah located in southern Tunisia, close to the city of Tozeur
(Tazir).3!

al-Shabb1’s father, Shaykh Muhammad ibn Abi al-Qasim al-Shabbi, had
studied at the institutes of both al-Azhar in Cairo, where he was a prominent
student of the modernist reformist Muhammad ‘Abduh, and al-Zayttinah in
Tunis.>'? In the year 1910, his father obtained the position of an Islamic judge
(gadin), in Siliana (Silyanah) in northern Tunisia, around 130 kilometers from the

303 Founded by the Egyptian intellectual and political writer Ahmad Hasan al-Zayyat (d.
1388/1968).

394 al-Risalah, No. 97 (May 1935): 787-788.

395 gl-Risalah, No. 62 (September 1934): 1503. A poem dedicated to the notorious pre-modern

poet, philosopher, and writer (of prose and poetry), Abii al-‘Ala’ Ahmad ibn ‘Abd Allah

al-MaarrT (d. 449/1058). For more on al-Ma‘arri, see Bearman et al. (2012: keyword:

“al-Ma'arr1”).

Founded by the Tunisian politician and former Prime Minister (1980-1986) Muhammad

Mzali (d. 1410/2010).

307 al-Fikr, No. 7 (April 1960[a]): 615-619.

398 ql-Fikr, No. 8 (May 1960[b]): 718-721.

39 al-Fikr, No. 1 (October 1965): 85-90.

319 gl-Fikr, No. 1 (October 1969[b]): 32-33.

311 For the absence of any legal registration of al-Shabbi’s birth, refer to Ghédira (1959) and
Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “al-Shabb1”).

312 Meisami and Starkey (1998: keyword: “Abi ’1-Qasim al-Shabbi”), Ghédira (1959: 268), and
Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “al-Sha”bi”).

306
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capital. The profession of the father naturally led him to move around the country
with his family, and thus his eldest child, Abii al-Qasim al-Shabbi, spent his early
childhood moving to places such as Thala (Talah) in the Kasserine Governate
(Tun. Ar. Wilayat al-Gasrin), the coast city Gabeés (Tun. Ar. Gabis), Gafsa in
southwestern Tunisia, and Zaghouan (Zaghwan) in the north.3!* Thus, it was only
during the last half decade of his life in cardiac illness that al-Shabbt would live in
his hometown al-Shabbiyyah.

In the family history of al-Shabbi, during the time of the Hafsid dynasty (r.
1228-1574), one also finds the recognized religious scholar (fagih) and Sufi
Shaykh, Ahmad ibn Makhlaf al-Shabbi (d. ca. 887/1482), who founded the
Shabbiyyah Sufi order (tarigah, lit. ‘path’) in present-day Tunisia.’'* As we shall
see below, the Sufi heritage of the family may have influenced the literary taste
and readings of the young al-Shabbi.

In contrast to his close friend al-HulaywT and his three younger brothers, who
were to grow up to be bilingual, al-Shabbt remained more or less monolingual all
his life. The fact that he received his early education entirely in Arabic, with the
exception of an entry into the Franco-Arabic school in Gabes, may have been a
decisive factor in his linguistic limitations.’!> Moreover, after primary school, he
moved to Tunis to study at al-Zaytiinah, which he officially entered on 11 October
1920.%1¢ During this period in his life, al-ShabbT studied a traditional curriculum
consisting of Islamic theology and Arabic literature and language.

Not very far from al-Zaytiinah, one finds two important libraries of fairly great
size, namely the library of the former students of the Franco-Arab revivalist and
reformist Sadiqiyyah College, and the Khaldtniyyah Library, belonging to the
modernist Khaldliniyyah College (al-Madrasah al-Khaldiiniyyah, est. 1896), that
was partly established as a reconciliatory effort between alumni of the Sadiqiyyah
College and those of al-Zaytiinah.3!

313 Mahfuz (1994: keyword: “al-Shabb1”), Meisami and Starkey (1998: keyword: “Abi

’1-Qasim al-Shabbi”), and Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “al-Shabbi™).

The Shabbiyyah order spread among the peasantries in present-day Tunisia and Algeria. The

order also spread and gained followers outside of Tunisia and Algeria in places such as

Egypt, Iraq, Yemen, the Levant, and Turkey. Dr. ‘Alf al-Shabbi, himself belonging to the

Shabbi family, describes (via Mahfliz, 1998[e]: 123) the path of Ahmad ibn Makhlaf

al-ShabbT as a combination of mainstream Sunni Sufism (al-tasawwuf al-sunni) and the

mystic philosophy of MuhyT al-Din ibn al-"Arabi (638/1164). For more on Ahmad ibn

Makhlif al-Shabbi, see Mahfuz (1994: keyword: “Ahmad ibn Makhlif al-Shabbi”).

315 Cf. Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “al-Shabb1”).

316 Ghédira (1959: 268).

317 For more on the Khaldiiniyyah College, see Bearman et al. (2012: keyword:
“al-Khaldiiniyya al-Djam‘iyya”).

314
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In the biographical article “Essai D'Une Biographie D'Abii-1 Qasim Al-Sabbi,”
Ameur Ghédira concludes that, based on verbal and written sources, one may
summarize al-Shabb1’s reading corpus into three main categories:*'®

1. Classical Arabic literature: In particular poetry of both known and
lesser-known poets with a mystic or Sufi inclination.

2. Modern Arabic literature of the Syrian-Lebanese school, the works of
Egyptian writers such as Ahmad Shawqit (d. 1351/1932), Ahmad Zaki Abtu
Shadi (1374/1955), Muhammad Husayn Haykal (d. 1376/1956), Taha
Husayn (d. 1393/1973), and poetry by the Mahjar movement, such as Khalil
Jibran and Mikha’'1l Nu‘aymabh (d. 1988).

3. European literature through Arabic translations and adaptions, in which
one finds three reoccurring names: “Ossian,”*!” Goethe, and Lamartine.

From the above outline of al-Shabbi’s probable readings and exposure to
indigenous and foreign literature, one may gather that, in the case of Arabic
literature, he had a much greater potential to attain a nuanced and augmented
perspective on the tradition in question than on the European one. After all, the
latter seems to have been narrowly focused on “Ossian,” Goethe, and Lamartine,
and limited to Arabic translations and adaptions. Ghédira’s observations of
al-Shabbi’s readings of Arabic literature also showed a leaning toward Sufi poetry
and we are here reminded of his own Sufi heritage from the paternal side of the
family and the fact that he himself had reportedly attended Sufi gatherings in
Tozeur.3

Concerning al-Shabbi’s own perspective on literature, Mohamed-Salah Omri
describes him as a rebel who rose up against the Arabic tradition, and — one could
add — against the neo-classicists of his time, much like the preceding European
Romantics who had rejected classicism. Omri further writes that:

[i]n poetry as in criticism, al-Shabbi needs to be understood within schools of thought
and poetic composition known as al-Diwan, al-Mahjar, and Apollo [...] He was a poet’s

318 See Ghédira (1959: 269). Cf. Meisami and Starkey (1998: keyword: “Abu ’1-Qasim
al-Shabb”).

319 James Macpherson (d. 1769) is the original author and publisher of The Poems of Ossian
(1760).

320 Meisami and Starkey (1998: keyword: “Abi ’1-Qasim al-Shabbi”).
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poet, rather like the French Arthur Rimbaud,
keenly conscious of his mission as poet and as
visionary.??!

The Diwan group (Jamd'at al-diwan), unlike
their intellectual inheritors, the Apollo (A4billi)
group (linked to the journal Abillir), who were
more ideologically inclusive, objected to the
neo-classicist or revivalist school and openly
challenged its adherents.3??

The Diwan group generally refers to an
alliance of Egyptian poets that consisted of the
trio ‘Abd al-Rahman Shukri (d. 1378/1958),

i i Ibrahtm ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Mazini (d. 1368/1949),
al-Shabbr in year 1930 and ‘Abbas Mahmiid al-‘Aqqad (d. 1383/1964),
whose school of thought and literary output was greatly influenced by English

literature. Perhaps not unsurprisingly, unlike the American Mahjar movement,
they did not advocate for or pioneer in the adaption of indigenous non-canonical
poetical forms, like the Andalusian post-classical stanzaic muwashshah (or
muwashshahah).?

Putting the common belief about the radical thought of al-Shabbi aside, the
fluctuating degrees of reformist and revivalist thought found in the three groups,
in relation to which he presumably ought to be understood, together with his
ternary readings that give the image of an open literary mind, nevertheless makes
it difficult to place him on any extremity of a spectrum based on a
neo-classisist/reformist polarity.

Although al-Shabbi may have reached an almost legendary status in the
collective memory of the cultured Arab world, and his poetic impact remains
unquestionable, the quantity of his literary output is quite modest in relation to his
status. Omri counts the poems of al-Shabbi as being just above one hundred.?**
The primary reason for this is most probably the poet’s short life and the cardiac
disorders that he suffered from in the last years of his life, leading to his death at

321 In Meisami and Starkey (1998: keyword: “Abii ’1-Qasim al-Shabb1”).

322 Meisami and Starkey (1998: keyword: “Diwan Group”) and Fleet et al. (2014: keyword:
“Diwan Group”).

Refer to Fleet et al. (2014: keyword: “Diwan Group”). For more on the muwashshahah, see
Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “muwashshah”).

324 Meisami and Starkey (1998: keyword: “Abi ’1-Qasim al-Shabbi”).

323
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the young age of 25 on 9 October 1934 (29 Jumada al-Thani 1353AH). From his
productions, in both prose and verse, we find titles such as:3?3

o Aghani al-hayah (‘Chants of Life”) (diwan/poetry)>2

o Safahat damiyyah (‘Bloody Pages”) (short story)

e “al-Khayal al-shi‘rT ‘inda al-‘arab” (‘The Poetic Imagination Among the
Arab’) (literary criticism)??

e Several well-known poems that first were published in literary journals, for
example:

“I14 tughat al-‘alam” (‘To the Tyrants of the World”)*?®

“Iradat al-hayah” (‘The Will of Life”)**

“Salawat fT haykal al-hubb” (‘Prayers in the Temple of Love

“al-Jannah al-da’i‘ah” (‘The Lost Paradise’)*’!

“al-Sabah al-jadid” (‘The New Morning’)*3

o

9)330

o O O

As a closure to this brief biography of al-Shabbi, one may cite his two probably
most widely known and oft-recited lines of poetry, taken from the opening of the
poem “Iradat al-hayah” (‘The Will of Life’) (mutagarib), which today can be found
in the national anthem of Tunisia:
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For a comprehensive bibliography, refer to the Complete Works project, Mawsii at
al-Shabbr, by Karrii (1999).

This collection of al-Shabbi’s poetry was a project initiated by the poet himself, but one that
he never had the opportunity to complete himself before his death in 1934. It was
posthumously published in 1955 by Dar al-Kutub al-Sharqiyyah (Egypt), after which it has
been republished several times (Mahfiiz, 1994b: 131). See, for example, the Dar al-‘Awdah
edition (Beirut) from 1972 and a newer edition of the collection from 2017, published by
Dar al-Dajlah Nashiriin wa-Mawzii Gin (Amman).

One of his more renowned essays on literary criticism, which was first published in the
literary journal Abillii in 1933[a].

Aballi, No. 9 (May 1934[a]): 810.

al-Hilal, No. 3 (January 1935): n.p..

Aballi, No. 8 (April 1933[b]): 848-851.

Aballi, No. 9 (May 1933[c]): 1022-1025.

Aballi, No. 5 (January 1934[b]): 388.

al-Asmar (2012: 84).
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When the people one day will to live,
then certainly fate will respond
The night will dispel,

and the chains shall be shattered.

Muhammad al-Bashriish

Muhammad ibn Muhammad ibn Hamadah ibn Muhammad al-Bashriish was born
on 21 April 1911 (21 Rab1® al-Thant 1329AH) in the town of Dar Chaabane (Dar
al-Sha‘ban al-FihrT), part of the Nabeul Governorate (Wilayat Nabil), situated on
the coast of Cape Bon in northeastern Tunisia.

al-Bashriish received his primary education in his hometown, and just like
al-Hulayw1, he furthered his studies at the teacher training college in the capital
after graduating. Like his friend, al-Bashriish thus also sought the educational path
in terms of profession. He was later dispatched by the Department of Sciences and
Knowledge (Idarat al-‘Ulim wa-al-Ma‘arif) as a teacher of Arabic to several
places in the country.?3* He was first sent to teach in the Kerkannah Islands (Tun.
Ar. Qarqgnah) in the Gulf of Gabés on the east coast. After approximately one year,
he moved south to the Djerid region (al-Jarid), and more specifically, to the town
of Nefta (Nafta) in the Tozeur Governorate.

He stayed in the Djerid for about three years, and it is allegedly during this stay
that he made several important acquaintances among the litterateurs of the region
— Abt al-Qasim al-Shabbi being one of them, with whom he developed a close
friendship.** He also got to know the writers Muhammad al-Salih al-Mahidf (d.
1388/1969) and Ibrahim Bii'rig‘ah (d. 1403/1982), and the writer and poet Mustafa
Khrayyif (d. 1386/1967). As Mahfliz suggests, these personalities came to act as
gateways into the world of literary papers and journals for al-Bashriish.33

After his three years in Djerid, he continued to El Krib (al-Kr1b), close to El
Kef (al-Kaf) in the northwest of the country, where he was assigned to work for
another three years within the school administration. As a last destination in his
teaching profession, he was appointed as a teacher of Arabic and French in the
coastal town of Hammamet (Hammamat) on the southeast side of Cape Bon.*’

334 Mahfuz (1994: keyword: “al-Bashriish”) and Fontaine (1999: 220).
335 Mahfuz (1994: keyword: “al-Bashriish”) and Fontaine (1999: 220).
36 Mahfuz (1994: keyword: “al-Bashriish”).

37 Mahfuz (1994: keyword: “al-Bashriish”) and Fontaine (1999: 220).
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Young al-Bashriish and friends in the year 1927.3 From left to right: al-Shabbi, al-Bashriish, al-Mahid,
and Khrayyif

al-Bashriish’s profession as a teacher does not seem to have inhibited his own
literary pursuits, in which he assumed the pen-name “‘Abd al-Khaliq.”**° In 1938,
he founded one of the most important Tunisian literary journals in his time,
al-Mabahith (‘Investigations’) (1938-1947), the circulation of which even reached
outside the country. Based on the guide to periodicals published in Tunisia from
1838 to 20 March 1956, published by Bayt al-Hikmah (1989, Tunis), al-Mabahith
reached an above-average circulation (2000) of 7000 in the year 1947.34° However,
within the first year of its foundation, only two issues of the journal were published
before its publication temporarily ceased — probably due to financial constraints,**!
lack of moral support, or other pressing responsibilities outside of the journal.?#?

Together with the author and politician Mahmiid al-Mas‘ad1 (d. 1425/2004),
the writer and linguist “Abd al-Wahab Bakkir (d. 1426/2005), Habib Farhat (n.d.),
the journalist and politician Salah al-Din al-Talatilt (d. 1430/2009), Mahmad
al-Muhtrisi (n.d.), and Professor Muhammad al-Suwisi (d. 1428/2007),
al-Bashriish finally reinitiated al-Mabahith in April 1944, before he passed away
due to illness on 20 November in the same year. After the death of al-Bashrish,
al-Mas‘adi took over his position as editor-in-chief.

338 Salamah (1978, front matter).

339 Mahfuz (1994: keyword: “al-Bashriish”).

340 See Hamdan (1989: 112-113). Also referred to in Omri (2001: 96, fn. 7).

341 1t has been stated that al-Bashriish financially supported his journal at his own expenses. See
Salamah (1978: 49) and Dawud (2003: 8).

342 Refer to Salamah (1978: 49-50) and Omiri (2001: 95, fn. 6).
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The journal had all along been multi-focused and incorporated a range of
subjects, and thus, somewhere along the way, it earned the full name of
al-Mabahith fi al-adab wa-al-fann wa-al-tarikh wa-al-falsafah (‘Investigations in
Literature, Art, History, and Philosophy’).>** Despite the apparent academic,
humanist, and artistic orientation of its name, the journal had a revolutionary
outlook in ideological, social, and political terms.*** While its manifestations may
have been purely intellectual, and at times perhaps subtle, it is important not to
forget the generational circumstances in which the journal emerged. As
Muhammad al-Salih al-Jabir stated in his study on Tunisian literature from 1974:

al-Mabahith is the journal of the new generation which combined a solid Arabic
background and a foreign culture learned at its roots. Most of its writers were
graduates from French universities [...] Their admiration for Western progress
did not blind them to their authenticity. Their command of its science and grasp
on its literature did not lead them away from their heritage and language. In fact,
their acquired knowledge increased their belief in the capacity to develop and
progress and to revive a viable Tunisian literature in order to convince those who
doubt its existence or those who may have been discouraged.*’

In connection to al-Jabiri’s reading of al-Mabahith, one may further recall the
founder’s own words, when he proclaimed this kind of “rootedness” in the realities
— whether imaginary, psychosocial, or actual — of the past and the present. In the
ninth issue of the year 1944, he solemnly acknowledged that:

I see it as my duty to be faithful to the memory of Ibn Rashiq, Ibn Sharaf, Ibn
Khaldiin, Ibn Hani, and al-Shabbi. They have eternalized with their works the
spirit of Arabic civilization and culture in this country. I see it as my duty to
preserve the seeds they planted with my blood, heart, and mind. I feel solidarity
with past generations of my nation; and I would consider myself a traitor if I
strayed from the spirit that made this nation a nation. The spirit that made me
related to the human collective that necessitates life; life over which we have

rights.34¢

# See Omri (2001: 96).

344 See Dawud (2003)

345 al-Jabirt (1974: 49-50), English translation from Omri (2001: 100, fn. 11).

346 ql-Mabahith, No. 9 (December 1944) via Salamah (1978: 5). English translation based on
Omri (2001: 98).
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General picture of Dar Chaabane (1950), al-Bashriish’s hometown®*"

The most complete bibliography of al-Bashriish to date can be found in
Muhammad al-Bashriish, hayatuhu wa-atharuh (‘Muhammad al-Bashriish: His
Life and Legacy’) by ‘Abd al-Hamid Salamah.*** The work of Salamah provides
not only insights into the life of al-Bashriish, but as a reader it also gives an

important overview of his many professional and literary productions, the majority

of which had to be rediscovered.** Salamah divides the total written production

of al-Bashriish into thirteen categories:

AN e

~

9.

350

Essays on the Short Story (al-kitabah fi al-qissah) (3 pcs.)

Short Stories (Original) (al-gisas) (7 pcs.)

Literary Criticism (a/-naqd) (11 pcs.)

Poetry (al-ash ‘ar) (6 pcs.)

Tunisian Literature (fi al-adab al-tinist) (2 pcs.)

Studies on Literary Personalities (buhiith mukhtalifah hawla shakhsiyyat
adabiyyah) (13 pcs.)

Miscellaneous Studies (dirasat hawla mawadr - mukhtalifah) (9 pcs.)
Articles on Culture, Journalism, and Print and Publishing (magalat hawla
al-thaqafah wa-al-sahdafah wa-al-tiba ‘ah wa-al-nashr) (9 pcs.)
Translations (al-mutarjamat) (18 pcs.)

10. Teaching and Education (fi shu in al-tarbiyah wa-al-ta ‘lim) (3 pcs.)
11.Book Preludes (taqdim al-kutub) (6 pcs.)

347
348
3
3

[
o

0

Image from Wikimedia Commons (Retrieved: 2019-02-14).
Salamah (1978).

See Salamah (1978:137).

Salamah (1978: 478-483).
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12. Miscellaneous Topics (mawadi * mukhtalifah) (3 pcs.)
13. Letters Published for the First Time (rasa il tunsharu li-awwal marrah) (7
pes.)s!

A few example of his literary output from the above categories are: >

o al-Hayah al-fikriyyah al-maghribiyyah min aqdam al-‘usar ila al-an
(‘Maghribine Thought from Ancient Times to Now’)33

e “al-Asnam al-thalathah” (‘The Three Idols’) (literary criticism)?>*

e “Andirsan ANDERSEN al-danimarki” (‘Andersen the Dane’) (biography:
literary personalities)’>

e “Tarikh al-adab al-tinisT qabla al-islam” (‘The History of Tunisian
Literature before Islam’) (literary history)>

e “Nafs al-Shabbi” (‘The Spirit of al-Shabb1)*’

e Short stories that were published in the journals al- ‘Alam al-adabi and
al-Mabahith,**® for example:
o Isti ‘bad al-banin (‘The Enslavement of Sons
o Zawjat Ahmad Shariidah (‘The Wife of Ahmad Shariidah”)3¢°
o Fanndn (‘Artist’)%¢!

e Khawatir mujannahah (‘Winged Thoughts’) (prose poetry)3¢?

’)359

351

352
353
354

355
356

357

358
359
360
361
362

These letters were provided to Salamah by al-Hulaywi himself and stretch over the period
16 March 1935 — 1977 (circa). See Salamah (1978: 453-467). As indicated by the heading,
these seven letters are not included in Rasa il al-Shabbt (1966) by al-HulaywT.

See Salamah (1978) and Mahfiiz, (1994[c]: 106-107).

Mahfuz, (1994[c]: 106-107).

Published as a serial of five parts in a/l-Zaman (‘Time’) No. 144 (December 1932) — No. 155
(November 1932). See Salamah (1978: 194-222).

al-‘Alam al-adabt, No. 5 (July 1930): 24. See Salamah (1978: 289-292).

Published as a serial in the journals al- ‘dlam al-adabi and al-Zaman between March 1935
and March 1936. See Salamah (1978: 251-285).

A eulogizing manuscript speech published in two parts in al- ‘Alam al-adabi, No. 2
(September 1934) (p. 21) and No. 4 (June 1935) (p. 6). See Salamah (1978: 300-308). The
speech was given 1934 in connection to the commemoration of al-Shabbi.

See Salamah (1978: 153-188) and Mahfuz, (1994[c]: 106).

al-‘Alam al-adabi, No. 7 (September 1930): 18. See Salamah (1978: 153-188).

al-‘Alam al-adabt, No. 5 (April 1932): 5. See Salamah (1978: 164-168).

al-Mabahith, No. 1 (January 1938): 14. See Salamah (1978: 184-188).

Published in al-Thurraya, No. 3 (February 1944): 16. Refer to Salamah (1978: 239-240) and
Mahfiiz, (1994[c]: 106).
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e “al-Adab al-ttinisT al-hadith” (‘Modern Tunisian Literature’)*%
e Translations, for example:3¢*

o Alphonse de Lamartine (d. 1869)
o Théophile Gautier (d. 1872)

o Gustave Flaubert (d. 1880)

o Guy de Maupassant (d. 1893)

o Paul Verlaine (d. 1896)

The thematic characteristics and literary style found in the fictional work of
al-Bashriish are marked by literary realism and — within the Tunisian context — he
has been described as both an advocate of this school and one of its pioneers.>®

Moreover, al-Bashriish was also of the opinion that Arabic literature was in dire
need of the short story (al-gissah),>*® of which the indigenous tradition knew no
predecessor nor any equal to that found in French literature.*¢” However, as pointed
out by Salamah,*® this opinion of al-Bashriish may be highly problematized, since
it essentially is based on an anachronistic and decontextualized juxtaposition
between the modern Western short story and the traditional Arabic story (or
storytelling). Thus, in effect, a non-Western literary phenomenon is being
measured against a Western concept or literary categorization, which is rather
desperately used to rationalize the former indigenous genre, in spite of its being
contrary to its literary tradition and development.*® As a result, the differences
usually appears as shortcomings of the former, as seems to be the case with
al-Bashriish.

363 This study was originally published in French in I’Afrique Littéraire, No. 25 (February

1944). It was later partially published in Arabic in the paper al-Zahrah, No. 10504 (March
1944). Refer to Salamah (1978: 286-288).

364 Refer to Salamah (1978: 409-413) and Mahftliz (1994: keyword: “al-Bashriish”).

365 See ‘Azziinah (1995: 29) and Fontaine (1999: 221). Cf. Salamah (1978: 61).

36 1t should be noted that the term gissah, for al-Bashriish, refers to both the short story (Fr.
nouvelle) and the novel (Fr. roman). However, in this specific context, the short story
(nouvelle) is what is intended by the term. Refer to Salamah (1978: 61-62).

367 Refer to al-Bashriish’s article “al-Qissah fi al-adab al-‘arabi” in Salamah (1978: 141-145).
First published in al- ‘Alam al-adabi, No. 13 (June 1932) (p. 3).

3% Salamah (1978: 62-63).

3% Here, Thomas Bauer’s (2007: 151) question seems to be on point: “Has anybody ever
questioned the value of English literature on account for its failure to develop the genres of
magamah and badi Tyah?” For an up-to-date discussion on this subject matter, see Bauer
(2007), Omri (2008), and Allen (2011). Cf. Salamah (1978: 62-63).
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While being a proponent of the idea of “/’art pour I'art” (‘ Art for art’s sake”),>”°
al-Bashriish nevertheless advocated for the Arabic short story to be firmly
grounded in an Eastern social reality and clearly ascribed to it an activist cause.
His own short stories incorporate social criticism through satirical modes of humor
and irony and portray subject matters relevant for his time, such as the rural
exodus, the corrupt relationship between men and women, superstition, forced
marriages, and extravagant dowries (mahr).>’! In the article “al-Qissah fi al-adab
al-‘arab1” (‘The Short Story in Arabic Literature’), published in al- ‘Alam al-adabt
in the year 1932,%7? al-Bashriish writes quite radically that:

By God, only the short story is capable of depicting life. If we desire the rise of
the short story, then we are also intent on keeping the strongest connection to life
and maintaining the clearest understanding and perception of it. If we desire life,
then we also desire everything that we wish from life, since life is the enemy of
mannerism [al-takalluf] and fabrication [al-ifii ‘al]. [...] Indeed, the short story
has arable soil to grow and thrive in the East. And if we [in our writing] want to
[falsely] alter this East, then we certainly ask for fabrication and, as a result, the

short story no longer has any reality to it as long as we deny our “Easternness”

[shargiyyatana) and put ourselves aside.>”

6.1.2 The Exiled Scholar in Illigh of Morocco and his Correspondents

The three correspondences that were sampled from al-Illighiyyat stretch over an
eight-year long period, starting in November 1937 and ending in August 1945. Just
like the letters found in Rasa ‘il al-Shabbr, these correspondences took place during
the country’s pre-independence period (1912-1956). Most notable is perhaps the
fact that the correspondences coincided with the whole of the Second World War
(1939-1945). It was also during this period that the country’s chief nationalist
conservative and anti-colonialist party, the Istiqlal Party (Hizb al-istiqlal,
‘Independence Party’) (est. 10 December 1943), was formed, with the politician
and writer ‘Allal al-FasT (d. 1394/1974) as its most important leader, and the former
Prime Minister and Sorbonne graduate, Ahmad Bala'frij (d. 1410/1990), as its
secretary general.

With its urban mass mobilizing factor, the Istiglal Party marked the beginning
of a new current within the Moroccan nationalist struggle against the colonial
powers, bringing the struggle out from the exclusive cliques of young Moroccan

370 See Salamah (1978: 63-64).

371 See Salamah (1978: 65-67), al-Nafti (1995), and Fontaine (1999: 221).
372 ql-“Alam al-adabt, No. 13 (June 1932): 3. See Salamah (1978: 141-145).
373 From Salamah (1978: 144-145).
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intellectuals with a modern or traditional religious education, and turning it into a
popular political force.’”*

The Istiglal Party is still active today and has been a major oppositional party.
The party came about as a melding of the Nationalist Movement (al-Harakah
al-qawmiyyah) and the Nationalist Party for Reform (al-Hizb al-watanf li-tahqiq
al-matalib, ‘the Nationalist Party for the Realization of Demands’) that emerged
after the arrest and disbanding of the Moroccan bloc for national action (Kutlat
al-‘amal al-watani al-maghribiyyah) (est. 1933) in the spring of 1937. The Istiqlal
Party consisted of leaders from nationalist movements (including ‘Allal al-Fast
and Ahmad Bala'fr1j) and may be described as Morocco’s first political party.3”

Although contradictory accounts of the movement’s methods of resistance
exist, it seems that non-violent forms of protest were organized in the majority of
cases and a focus was laid on running a global anti-colonial campaign that also
involved a diplomatic mission to the United Nations in New York in the form of
permanent representation.®’¢

The riots that followed the writing of the Istiglal Party’s manifesto on 11
January 1944 (14 Muharram 1363), which was presented to Sultan Muhammad V
(d. 1381/1961) and demanded the country’s full independence from the colonial
powers,?”” not only had effects on the party’s development, but also made them
subject to French political persecution.’’®

During this formative stage of Moroccan nationalism, one must not forget to
mention the previous meeting between President Franklin D. Roosevelt (d. 1945)
and Sultan Muhammad V at the Anfa (Anfa) Hotel during the Casablanca
conference between 14 and 24 January 1943, at which Winston Churchill (d. 1965)
and the leader of the Free French Forces (Forces frangaises libres), Charles de
Gaulle (d. 1970), were also present. While no record of the actual words that were
exchanged between the parties exists, the meeting ignited hope for the nationalist
struggle and became a pivotal step toward the alliance between the Moroccan
nationalist movement and the Royal Palace.’”® Of course, both parties would have
deemed such an alliance beneficial, the Sultan lending legitimacy and authority to

374 Zisenwine (2010: 9, 31-32), De Poli (2016: 33), and Fleet et al. (2014: keyword: “Istiglal
Party”).

375 See Halstead (1967: 269), Joffé (1985: 293), Mazrui and Wondji (1998: 60), and Bearman
et al. (2012: keyword: “‘Allal al-Fas1”).

376 See Fleet et al. (2014: keyword: “Istiglal Party”). Cf. Zisenwine (2010: 31).

377 For the full manifesto (in French), see Halstead (1967: appx. E).

378 Zisenwine (2010: 52).

9 Joffé (1985: 289, 302) and Pennell (2000: 262-263).
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the nationalist cause through his symbolic and political status as a Sharifian®*’ and
the leader of the Moroccan (Muslim) community, while the approval and support
of the nationalist movement, in turn, could uphold the dynastic interests of the
Sultan.38!

The following excerpt from The Challenge (Le défi) (1976), the memoirs of
King Hassan II, who at the time of the Casablanca Conference was fourteen years
old, might illustrate how his father, Sultan Muhammad V, understood the words
that were exchanged during the meeting:

The President [Roosevelt] said he thought the colonial system was out of date
and doomed. Winston Churchill considered this too outright a statement. He
[Churchill] also pointed out that after the French conquest of Algeria, Great
Britain had been ‘the guardian of the integrity of the Cherifian Empire’ for half a
century. In short, he tried to gloss it over.

Roosevelt replied that this was not 1812, or even 1912. He foresaw a time after
the war — which he hoped was not far off — when Morocco would freely gain its
independence, according to the principles of the Atlantic Charter. After the war,
he said, the politico-economic situation of human society must be reorganised.
The United States would not put any obstacle in the way of Moroccan
independence; on the contrary, they would help us with economic aid.>*?

The French colonial regime implemented the code of the indigénat, a French native
policy, which restricted the basic rights of the indigenous population in French
colonies.?® The discriminatory measures that the code of the indigénat entailed
seriously affected several fundamental liberties of Moroccans. Civil, vocational,
personal, and political rights and freedoms were controlled and restrained. There
seem to have been three main discriminatory restrictions that the adherents of the
nationalist movement in particular found intolerable, and which had significant
consequences for their campaign and organization: press censorship,
imprisonment and punishment, and constrained freedoms of association and
organization.’®* When taken in political and vocational forms, discrimination
mainly involved repressing and constraining measures of indigenous

380 Sharif (pl. shurafa’; ashray) (lit. ‘noble; high-born; honorable), an honorific title for those
of noble descent, and particularly the descendants of the Prophet Muhammad. Refer to
Wehr (1979: keyword: “sharufa”).

380 al-Siist (2015, pt. 3: 109).

B Joffé (1985: 303).

382 Hassan I1 (1978:31). This passage is also quoted in Pennell (2000: 263).

383 Refer to Irele and Jeyifo (2010: keyword: “colonialism”).

384 Halstead (1967: 52-54, 58-59).
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representation in the Residency, which, as a result, primarily protected the interests
of the colonial settlers and their representatives.’

Similarly to the pre-independence situation of other French colonies, such as
Tunisia and Algeria, the Moroccan press was harshly regulated and, before 1910,
primarily established and distributed by French authorities, despite being officially
free.*%¢ While publications of papers in French required no more than a declaration
of intent signed with or witnessed by a public prosecutor, with the reservation that
they would be banned if deemed “harmful to the public order,” papers in Arabic
(or Hebrew) needed an authorization that was both hard to acquire and revocable
(through vizierial decree).’®” That being said, some French and Spanish publishers
and journalists clearly seemed to have seen the benefits of supplementing their
papers with an Arabic edition of the entire issue or a part of it.**® Moreover, and
like the situation of the press in French Tunisia, the Resident-general
(Résident-général), the effective ruler of the land, was able to ban the importation
of publications from outside Morocco regardless of their language.’®’

These restrictions placed on the Moroccan press clearly indicate the kind of
possible threat to the colonial power and its legitimacy that the press was perceived
to pose. The nationalist and pro-independence press that began to emerge in the
late 1930s thus had to keep its activities carefully underground up until Morocco’s
obtainment of independence in the year 1956.3%

Muhammad al-Mukhtar al-Siist

The scholar and politician Muhammad al-Mukhtar ibn ‘Al ibn Ahmad al-Stst
al-Illight al-Darqaw1 (1318-1383/1900-1963) may be described as having been
both a prolific writer and an influential nationalist figure in the late
pre-independence period of Moroccan history.3*! One may also remember him for
having sought an intellectual and practical middle ground between Sufism and
Salafism, traditionalism and modernism, and localism and trans-localism, in a time
and space that had experienced the persuasive political currents of the endogenous

385 Refer to Halstead (1967: 50-51, 59-61). Cf. Pennell (2000: 215).

386 See Halstead (1967: 54) and Dajani (2011: 54-56).

37 Halstead (1967: 54).

388 For example, the Arabic editions of El Telegrama del Rif (est. 1907) and the bi-monthly
L’Indépendance marocaine (est. 1907). Refer to Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “djarida”).

389 Halstead (1967: 54). Cf. Dajani (2011: 56). a

30 Dajani (2011: 56).

¥ See e.g. Boukous (1999: 113-123) and Chevallier (1995: 133-138).
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and exogenous reformist movements in the second half of the 19" century and in
the early 20" century,*? and their reverberations.*”>

al-StisT was eventually thrown into exile in the year 1937 after a period of
religious studies and personal contributions to the establishment of secret political
societies and literary forums in Fez, Rabat, and Marrakech. The exile lasted about
eight years; however, after resuming his activities in Casablanca, he was arrested
and imprisoned from 1952 to 1954. al-Siist dedicated a good twenty-five years of
his life to the Islamic sciences before he officially got involved in politics and,
upon the country’s independence, became Minister of Religious Affairs and
eventually also a member of the Majlis al-T3j (i.e. ‘Ministry of the Crown’) in the
government of Muhammad V of Morocco. He remained in this post up until the
year 1963 when he died in a car accident.’**

al-StisT was born in June 1900 in the village of Illigh, located in the
southwestern part of the Anti-Atlas Mountains in the Sis region of mid-southern
Morocco. His family were of Amazigh (Berber) origin and are known for having
upheld a century-long teaching tradition in Sufism.?*

His father, Hajj ‘Al1ibn Ahmad al-SusT al-Illight al-Darqaw1 (1268-1328/1851-
1910), was considered one of the greater Sufi Shaykhs of the Darqawiyyah
order;**® his zawiyah (i.e. Sufi lodge) alone had thousands of disciples and
students.*” Hajj ‘Ali was well received and several mandgqib (sg. mangabah), that

32 1.e. the modernist reformist, or revisionist, movement of early Salafism with Muhammad

‘Abduh (1266-1323/1849-1905) as its foremost figure and the phenomenon generated
through the cultural and intellectual contact between the East and the West (Europe),
commonly known as the nahdah, which included, not always uncritically or sweepingly,
movements or calls for a modernism based on Western models (Bearman et al. [2012:
keyword: “nahda”]).

393 Cf. El-Adnani (2007) and Boukous (1999: 124-127).

3% Refer to El-Adnani (2007: 41-42).

395 See al-Zirkili (2002, vol. 7: 92-93) and El-Adnani (2007: 42).

3% The Darqawiyyah or Darqawah is a Sufi order with its origins in Morocco, but which has
gained followers from both within and outside the Arab world. The order was founded in the
18" century by Mawlay al-‘Arabi al-Darqawi (d. 1239/1823) and is a branch of the
Shadhiliyyah order of Abi al-Hasan al-Shadhili (d. 656/1258). The Darqawah path became
popular across societal strata in Morocco and individuals of higher social or political status
and even members of the ‘Alaw1 dynasty joined it (see Fleet et al. [2014: keyword:
“Dargawa’]). In addition to spiritual practices, in their early stages, they also developed a
strong political agenda that manifested itself through, for example, their resistance to
Ottoman forces in the Algerian province of Oran (1803-1809) and the alarming French
infiltration. However, in the 20" century and during the time of French and Spanish
colonialism (1912-1956), this spirit of resistance became somewhat ambivalent, fluctuating
between cooperation and contestation (ibid).

37 See al-Zirkilt (2002, vol. 7: 92-93) and El-Adnani (2007: 42).
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is, laudatory biographical works,**® have been written about him.**® Hajj ‘Al
himself was also a writer and wrote works of both poetry and prose (in Arabic and

409)'such as:

in the Amazigh Tashelhit language

1. al-Mubdi’ al-mu‘id, fi tarjamat shaykhina Sidi Sa‘id (‘Everything
Conceivable Concerning the Life of our Shaykh Sidt Sa‘id [d. 1300/ca.
1882]%);

2. Rihlat al-hajj (‘The Journey of Hajj, the Pilgrimage’), consisting of 2000
verses (abyat, sg. bayt) written in rajaz;*"!

3. Translations of al-Hikam al- ‘ata iyyah (‘Ibn “‘Ata’ Allah’s Aphorisms’), by
the Egyptian scholar and Sufi Shaykh Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah al-IskandarT (d.
709/1310), from Arabic to Tashelhit in verse.*0?

Thus, from an early age, al-StisT received a traditional kind of confessional
education in the light of Sufi teachings, one in which he also mastered the Arabic
language, which, after all, was not his first language. He later went on to pursue
his studies in the religious sciences and literature not only in Siis, but also in
Marrakech, Fez, and Rabat, where he came into contact with the reformist

3% Due to its fluidity and equivocalness, it is hard to pinpoint the mandagib as a genre, or

format, although as a practice it reaches back into pre-modern times. However, in simple

terms, the word generally refers to biographical works of a eulogizing nature that highlight

or encapsulate the virtues, character, and deeds of a person. For more on this particular
biographical format, see Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “manakib”).

For example, the two mandqib written by his prominent student, the religious scholar

Muhammad ibn ‘Al1 al-Tadili (d. 1372/1952), with the titles Ithaf al-khill al-wafi bi-ma

yanbaghi fi tarjamat al-shaykh al-hajj ‘Alr al-1llight or Ithaf al-khill li-mda yanbaghi, min

tarjamat sidi al-hajj ‘Ali al-Illight (‘The Due Gift of the Friend: the Biography of Sidi Hajj

‘Alf al-1llight”) (published) and al-Ma 'miil al-mabghi fi manaqib al-hajj ‘Ali al-Sist

al-1llight (‘The Desired Hope Concerning the Virtues of Hajj ‘Ali al-Susi al-Illight’)

(manuscript). For these titles, see Ibn Sawdah (1997, vol. 1: 386) and Zirkili (2002: 261, fn.

2), and for al-Tadil1, see Zirkili (2002, vol. 6: 306).

400" Tashelhit or Shilhah (Mor. Ar. shalhah) (endonyms: tachelhiyt or tasusiyt) is an Amazigh
language that is native to the people of the Stis. Furthermore, in contrast to other Amazigh
languages, Tashelhit is known to have, in addition, to an oral literary tradition, a continuous
tradition of writerly culture that reaches as far as back as at least nine centuries into history.
From the preserved corpus of manuscripts dating from the 16™ century onwards, Nico van
den Boogert asserts that Tashelhit was not commonly used in epistolary and documentary
writing. This is also true for prosaic writing in general, verse written in Amazigh meters
being the most utilized form when writing in Tashelhit. For more on Tashelhit, see Bearman
et al. (2012: keyword: “tashelhit”) and Chaker (2012: keyword: “chleuh”). On the literary
tradition of the Sous region specifically, see Van Den Boogert (1996).

401 A meter in classical Arabic poetry.

402 Refer to Ibn Sawdah (1997, vol. 1: 386) and al-Mar ‘ashli (2006: 882).
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movement and its key figures; in the course of time, he adopted their Salafist creed
and was introduced to nationalist and Muslim political activist thought.**> About
these two apparently conflicting loyalties, Jillali E1 Adnani writes that:

[w]riting a biography of Soussi means taking into account his affiliation with two
networks, that is, the brotherhoods and the national movement. Like his father,
he belonged to the Darqawiyya. Early on, however, he realized that his vocation
lay not in mystics [i.e. mysticism] but in the exoteric sciences.**

In the opening of the first part of his book al-lllighiyyat, al-Sts1 expresses the
contradictory feeling of estrangement (ghurbah) that he felt when sent into exile
from Marrakech to his hometown Illigh. The philosophical and ideological “shift”
in perspective that he had undergone in the activist and religious milieus of the
larger cities undoubtedly left him feeling like an outsider and a stranger in his
original milieu in Illigh. From these opening lines, we may also gather that it was
this feeling of estrangement that acted as the catalyst for writing al-Illighiyyat in
the first place:

Tosa Luind il 5 ol b ae Lapge ion 8 (@) ) el ol Uis 8
iy G onsl Lo ISl i am il o) ) cona 3 Tila 5 1 S8,
LAl e a8 Ul Lo 5155 (USS) e Gsal S o la 1) s o)l
ol llgd) [ g et ol Loy 515 I3 yzmmsy Lol bl (mns A ()0
Lo L sl el Jatse () g sl L 0 sy ilad (&) eloal (e
Loy OIS sl i€ die i (3 gl Iy 30 gl (5 9 ol ) ganil) (g0 g
EENTICILF IOV PRVLS SEOV.| PPVIC IPPRTRRE L T PR - P DA B
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We left for Illigh that afternoon. I soon found myself to be an outsider to those

who in reality were my close family and relatives. A foreigner in terms of
principles, thought, and character. I thus returned to my pen, seeking inspiration

403 a]-Zirkilt (2002, vol. 7: 92) and El-Adnani (2007: 43).
404 El Adnani (2007: 43).
405 al-Siist (2015, pt. 1: 5-6).
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from it. Everything that occurred to me, I would write it down. Whatever it was.
Whenever [ was agitated by the memories of my brothers in Marrakech, or shaken
by my feelings of estrangement in Illigh, I would recite poetry through which I
could mutely signal or openly declare this state of mind. [...] Poems written by
the litterateurs of Illigh poured over me, in which they congratulated me on my
return to my hometown. [**®] In their poems, they expressed their unbroken
feelings towards me, and with that, they tried to console me and make me forget
that I was actually in exile. I used to reply to them, in either prose or poetry, with
what I could at the time. I became accustomed to them and their curtesy and took
delight in conversing with them. This certainly relieved some of the distress and
straits that I suffered from.

Then, when from that I had gathered several poems, writings, and letters, I
decided that I should put them together in one single collection that I would name
“Writings from Illigh” [al-1llighiyyat]. And here it is, Dear Reader, in your hands.
Indeed, I still do wait for the day when I can return to Marrakech and rejoin life
again. For what is life, for me, if not amongst my free and noble students and
comrades in Marrakech?

In the bibliographical article “Dalill mu’allafat wa-makhtutat al-‘allamah
Muhammad al-Mukhtar al-Siist” (‘A Guide to the Books and Manuscripts of the
Scholar Muhammad al-Mukhtar al-Siis1’),*”” al-SiisT’s son, Ridd Allah ‘Abd
al-Waft al-Mukhtar al-Sasf, lists 151 titles under the headings of ten generic or
classificatory categories, beneath which some examples have been added here:*%®

1. Encyclopedic work (al-janib al-mawsii 7);
o al-Ma'sul (‘The Honeysweet: On Sis and its People’)
(mawsii ‘ah/encyclopedia, 20 vols.)**
2. Literature and its arts (al-janib al-adabi wa-funiinuh);
o Bayna al-jumid wa-al-juhiid (orig. Bayna al-jumiid wa-al-may )
(‘Between Rigidity and Rejection’ [orig. ‘Between Rigidity and
Fluidity’]) (novel)*!°

4% For this poetry, see the section “Tarhib (Illigh) bi-ibniha al-manfi ilayha” (‘Nlligh’s
Welcome of her Exiled Son’) in al-Illighiyyat (al-Susi, 2015, pt. 1: 88-111).

407 R. al-SasT (2005).

408 For a comprehensive list of all al-Siis1’s published and unpublished work refer to R. al-Siist
(2005).

499 First published in 1961 by Matba‘at al-Jami‘ah (Casablanca). For a newer edition see the

Dar al-Kutub al-‘IImiyyah edition from 2014 (Beirut).

Published as a serial in the first year of the Moroccan journal Da ‘wat al-haqq (‘The Truth's

Call’) between November 1957 and June 1958.
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o Nahdat Jaziilah al-ilmiyyah wa-al-diniyyah aw madaris Sis
wa-al- ulama’ alladhina darrasi fiha (‘The Intellectual and
Religious Awakening of Gzoula’ or ‘“The Schools of Siis and the
Scholars Who Taught in Them’) (novel)*!!
e Risalat al-shabab (‘The Youth’s Manifest’) (novel)*!?
e Siis al- ‘alimah (‘Sts, the Enlightened’) (literary history)*!3
o Nada’id al-dibaj fi al-murasalat bayna al-Mukhtar wa-al-Qabbaj
(‘Cushions of Brocade: The Correspondences between al-Mukhtar
and al-Qabbaj’) (epistolarium)*'4
3. Biographical work (janib al-tarajim wa-al-siyar)
4. History (al-janib al-tarikhi);
5. Religion/Islam (al-janib al-dini);
o Hashiyat al-kashshaf lil-Zamakhshart (‘A Commentary on The
Revealer by al-Zamakhshar’)*!3
o al-Majmii ‘ah al-fighiyyah fi al-fatawa al-sisiyyah (‘A Collection
of Fatwas from Siis’) (figh/Islamic jurisprudence)*!®
6. Memoirs (janib al-mudhakkirat);
o Mu‘taqal al-sahra’ (‘Prisoner of the Desert’) (memoirs and
tardjim, 2 vols.)*’
7. Popular (folk) culture and heritage (janib al-thaqafah al-sha ‘biyyah
wa-al-turath)
8. Travel writings/travelogues (janib al-rihlat),
e Khilal Jaziilah (‘Through Gzoula’) (rihlah/travelogue, 4 vols.)*!®

411
412
413
414

415

416

417
418

The novel was published in 2012 by Matba ‘at al-Maarif al-Jadidah (Rabat).

Unpublished to this day.

Published in 1960 by Matba‘at Fadalah (Mohammédia).

Unpublished. The epistolarium contains the correspondence that took place between al-Siisi
and the Moroccan writer and scholar Muhammad ibn ‘Abbas al-Qabbaj (1335-1399/1916-
1979), which highlights their literary critical thought (refer to R. al-Siisi, 2005: 4).

A commentary, in the form of marginal notes, on the influential fafsir (Quranic exegesis) by
the Mu 'tazilite scholar of Persian origin, Abt al-Qasim Mahmid al-Zamakhshart (d.
538/1144), with the title of al-Kashshaf ‘an haqa’iq al-tanzil (‘The Revealer of Revealed
Truths’). For more on al-Zamakhshari, see Bearman et al. (2012: keyword:
“al-Zamakhshar1’). The commentary is stored in the library of the Scholars of Siis League
(Jam'iyyat ‘Ulama’ Sas) (refer to R. al-Susi, 2005: 19).

In this jurisprudential collection, al-Stst has gathered fatwas (sg. fatwad, pl. fatawda), formal
legal opinions, issued by later scholars from the Sts region (see R. al-Ssi, 2005: 19). The
Faculty of Sharia at Ibn Zohr University (Agadir) published the collection in 1995.
Published in 2011 by Matba‘at al-Ma ‘arif al-Jadidah (Rabat).

Published in 1959 by al-Matba‘ah al-Mahdiyyah (Tétouan).
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9. Lectures, sermons, and articles (janib al-muhadarat wa-al-khutab
wa-al-magalat)

10. Critical editorial work (al-mu allafat allati haqqaqaha wa-hayya aha
lil-tab ")

Ibrahim ibn Ahmad al-1llight

Not much information external to al-Illighiyyat has been found on al-SiisT’s
correspondent and first cousin, Ibrahim ibn Ahmad ibn al-Hajj Salih al-Illight. In
addition to a short entry in the digital Mu jam al-Babatin li-shu ‘ara’ al- ‘arabiyyah
fi al-qarnayn al-tasi® ‘ashar wa-al-‘ishrin (‘al-Babatin’s Dictionary of
Arabic-Speaking Poets from the 19" and 20" Centuries’),*"° I have found that the
most extensive biographical account on Ibn Ahmad can be found in al-Ma ‘sil
(‘The Honeysweet: On Siis and its People’). In al-Ma ‘sil, al-SiisT presents a
nine-page-long biography (tarjamah) of his cousin.**

Ibn Ahmad was born in Dou Gadir (Dukadir) in Illigh in the year 1324AH
(1906),*?! and thus we know that there was a relatively small age gap, of six years,
between the two cousins. The manner in which al-Stis1 speaks about and addresses
Ibn Ahmad in al-lllighiyyat suggests that he held some credentials that he had
earned from either formal education or skillfulness in profession.

In the opening of a letter dated “1364 — 4 [rabi * al-thani] — 26 (20 April 1944),
al-StsT addresses his cousin with the honorific title “al-ustadh al-kabir ibn
al- ‘amm” ([To] The Great Master [ustadh], my cousin).**> Moreover, the section
dedicated to their correspondence also uses the heading “Conversations with the
Master [ustadh] and Cousin Sidi Ibrahim ibn Ahmad” (Ma‘a al-ustadh sidi
Ibrahim ibn Ahmad ibn al-‘amm),*** although it should to be noted that the
honorific title of ‘ustadh(ah),’*** which traditionally and still today denotes a

425

(school) master or master craftsman,**> can also be used as a social recognition of

419 A digital project headed by the Abdulaziz Saud al-Babtain Cultural Foundation (Mu’ assasat
‘Abd al-‘Aziz Sa‘tid al-Babatin). Via: http://www.almoajam.org. Direct link to the entry on
Ibn Ahmad: http://www.almoajam.org/poet_details.php?id=182 (Retrieved 2019-03-19).

420 al-Siist (1961: 355-363).

421 Refer to Mu jam al-Babatin (keyword: “Ibrahim Murshid al-Illight”).

422 al-Sast (2015, pt. 2: 237).

423 al-Siist (2015, pt. 2: 209).

424 The feminine singular form being ustadhah (pl. m. asatidhah, ustadhin).

425 As pointed out in Encyclopaedia of Islam, the term ustadh, from Pahlavi awestad (‘master;
craftsman’), is “used from early Islamic times onwards to denote a person eminent and
skillful in his profession” (Bearman et al. [2012: keyword: “ustadh™]), which could range
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an individual’s moral and intellectual status or authority. Thus, the title does not
necessarily have to be connected to the academic, or even professional, world, but
can also tie in with cultural sentiments and interpersonal relations.**

When consulting the biographical sources, one learns that Ibn Ahmad went
through a traditional confessional education, similar to that of al-Stsi. At an
unspecified point in his life, Ibn Ahmad started his educational journey by
memorizing the Quran under his maternal uncle, the religious scholar and
litterateur Sidi Miis ibn al-Tayyib al-Sulaymanf al-Illight (d. 1361/1942).%?7 After
memorizing the Quran, he continued his studies within the traditional madrasah
system for several years, inside and outside of the Siis region, studying the
religious and literary sciences (al- ‘uliim al-shar iyyah wa-al-adabiyyah).**

In Ma ‘siil, al- STsT writes that Ibn Ahmad did perfectly in grammar (al-nahw)
and overall was an excellent student who outperformed his peers.** While not
denying that this might have been the case, one must nonetheless consider the
laudatory and biased nature of such a statement. What is clear, however, is that
al-StsT held his cousin in high regard when he wrote his biography.

At the age of about 31, after having studied literature under the tutorship of
al-StsT in Marrakech, Ibn Ahmad initiated his studies at the famous Qarawiyyn
Institute (al-Qarawiyyin); he never completed these due to his business pursuits
and disapproval of the institution’s curriculum, but this is not elaborated on in the
sources.*” Furthermore, with regard to his linguistic abilities, it is worth noting
what al-StsT writes about Ibn Ahmad when he, at some point in time, arrived to
see him in Marrakech. Here, we keep in mind that Arabic most probably was not
his first language, but rather Tashelhit:

I still remember that he used to apologize to me for not being good at colloquial
Arabic [al- ‘arabiyyah al-darijah]. Thus, I said to him: “Then, you should adhere
to classical Arabic [al- ‘arabiyyah al-fusha). But do not worry, soon enough you

from craftsmanship or music to tutorship. The term also connotes that the same person is of
exemplary moral authority. In its modern usage, the term is especially known as an
academic title, in the sense of a university professor, as well as a high school teacher. See
Wehr (1979: keyword: “ustadh”) and Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “ustadh”).

426 See Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “ustadh”).

427 For more on Miisé ibn al-Tayyib al-Sulaymani, see Hajj1 (2008: keyword: “Miisa ibn
al-Tayyib al-Sulaymani”).

428 Refer to al-Siist (1961: 357-538) and Mu jam al-Babatin (keyword: “Ibrahim Murshid
al-Illight™).

429 al-Sist (1961: 357).

430 Refer to al-Siist (1961: 360) and Mu jam al-Babatin (keyword: “Ibrahim Murshid
al-Illight™).
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will understand everything.” This also turned out to be true, for not many years
passed before he excelled in his language [ ibaratih, lit. ‘his expression’] and his
strength for teaching became apparent.*!

Sometime after 1932 or 1933, Ibn Ahmad began teaching classical texts, such as
al-Murshid al-mu tn (The Guiding Helper’),*? Alfiyyat Ibn Malik (‘Tbn Malik’s
Poem in a Thousand Lines’),*3? and al-Risalah (‘The Epistle’),*** at the Bab
Doukkala Mosque (Jami‘ Bab Dukkalah) in Marrakech.**> During his professional
career as a teacher, he also taught for one year at Madrasat Tamanar (‘The Tamanar
School’), situated in the town Tamanar (Tamanar) in Essaouira Province (Iqlim
al-Sawirah), between approximately 1945 and 1946. Around 1948 or 1949, Ibn
Ahmad was also appointed as the school director of Madrasat Ibn Karir (‘Ibn
Karir’s School’), which was founded by Chieftain (qa id) al-*Ayyadi of Rehamna
(al-Rahmani) (d. 1384/1964).

Concerning their correspondence, al-StisT writes in the introductory paragraph
to the section that:
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The correspondence between this ustadh and me extended from my first step into
exile up until the year in which this problem became unraveled and I returned to
Marrakech. While our correspondence sometimes slackened, it never completely
ceased. Now, the pen writes down what was exchanged between us
chronologically.

As well as their correspondence extending over the exilic period, the honest and
intimate nature of al-Susi’s letters to Ibn Ahmad further indicates al-SiisT’s

1 al-Sast (1961: 358).

432 A wellknown didactic Maliki (maliki) text in verse composed by the Moroccan jurist ‘Abd
al-Wahid ibn ‘Ashir (d. 1040/1631). See Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “mayyara”).

433 Also known as al-Khulasah al-alfiyyah (‘The One-Thousand-Lined Quintessence’), a

renowned versification of Arabic grammar by the Arab grammarian from Jaén (Jayyan),

Abl ‘Abd Allah Jamal al-Din Muhammad al-Jayyani (d. 672/1274), more commonly known

as Ibn Malik. For more on Ibn Malik, see Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “Ibn Malik”).

A manual in Islamic jurisprudence according to the Maliki school of law by the North

African scholar from Kairouan, Ibn Abi Zayd al-Qayrawani (d. 386/996). See Fleet et al.

(2014: keyword: “Ibn Abi Zayd al-Qayrawani™).

435 al-Siist (1961: 359).

436 a]-SiisT (2015, pt. 2: 209).

434
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persistence in maintaining their contact and the kind of fraternal relationship that
existed between the two letter writers, who were first cousins.

In the biographical entry on Ibn Ahmad found in a/-Ma ‘siil, under the heading
of “Atharuh” (‘His Works), al-StisT mentions, and in some instances quotes, some
of his cousin’s writings in verse and in the form of letters. The reader is also
informed that al-SiisT possessed a collection of Ibn Ahmad’s poetry that seems to
have been lost in some way, but which al-SiisT promises to include in his literary
collection (majmii ‘ah adabiyyah), Jawf al-fara (‘The Belly of Onager)*’ (which
remains unpublished today), if he were to find his cousin’s poetry again.*3®
Furthermore, al-StisT writes that the reason behind his wish to include Ibn Ahmad
in this collection is for the reader to know that his cousin can be counted amongst
the greater litterateurs of Illigh.**

In al-Ma ‘siil, three letters are sent: one undated, but seemingly complete, letter
addressed to the poet al-Bii'nu‘'mani (d. 1403/1982) that Ibn Ahmad wrote in Fez
after having left Marrakech, and two additional undated letters, or fragments
thereof, addressed to al-StisT, which seem to have been sent to him during his exilic
period in Illigh.*4

Six examples — of varying length — from Ibn Ahmad’s poetry are also included
in the work:*4!

e “Madha yufidu shababuka I-fattan” (‘What is it that avails your enchanting
youth...”)*?

e “Ruz’un ‘ard fa-asaba kulla fu'ad” (‘A calamity descended and afflicted
every heart...”)*?

e “Ard hadht d-duna tada‘u I-‘izam” (‘I see these predicaments bringing great

misfortunes...”)

437

The title of this literary collection alludes to the Arabic proverb “Kull al-sayd fi jawf

al-fara” (‘All the game is in the belly of the wild onager”). This proverb is used when one

single person excels over several others and makes up for them. Refer to Mu jam al-ma ‘ant

al-jami ‘ (keyword: “fara”).

438 al-Siist (1961: 363).

439 al-Siist (1961: 363).

440 See al-SasT (1961: 360-362).

441 al-Sast (1961: 362-363).

442 1In this poem Ibn Ahmad addresses Ahmad Shawqi al-Dukkali (d. n.d.) in an advisory
manner. The poem is also included in Khilal Jazilah (al-Stsi, 2015, pt. 2: 185).

43 A poem that Ibn Ahmad composed upon the incident in Marrakech, in Rajab 1356AH

(September 1937), when the rebellion of the nationalists was suppressed by the troops of the

French colonial regime. The poem is also found in Khilal Jazilah (al-Stsi, 2015, pt. 2: 185).
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e “Ma zurta illa balga‘an wa-qifar” (‘You visit but wastelands and
deserts...”)*4

e “Kun kama shi’ta fa-z-zamanu hana’” (‘Be as you like, as [the fate of] Time
is auspicious...”)*

e “Huwa d-dahru ya’ba an anala I-ma‘ali” (‘It is [the fate of] Time that denies

me the noble things...”)

Ahmad al-Manjrah

The majority of information concerning al-StisT’s correspondent, Ahmad
al-Manjrah, have been gathered from al-Illighiyyat, where al-StisT — as with his
other correspondents — has dedicated a special section to this friend with the
heading of “Ma ‘a al-akh mawldy Ahmad al-Manjrah™ (‘Conversations with our
Brother Moulay Ahmad al-Manjrah’). The biographical details concerning
al-Manjrah that I have been able to extract from this section remain very sparse.
We know that al-Manjrah was born around the
year 1319AH (1901) and that he died around the year
1423AH (2002) at the great age of about 101 years.
Furthermore, a junior high school situated in the rural
commune of Zaitoune (Zaytiin), in the northern
province of Tétouan (Tatwan), was named
al-Thanawiyyah al-I‘dadiyyah Mawlay Ahmad
al-Manjrah (‘Moulay Ahmad al-Manjrah Junior High
School’) after this correspondent of al-Siis1.**¢ In the
section dedicated to the correspondence that took
¥ place between al-Sts1 and al-Manjrah from the
S S el T iee heginning of 1939 to the end of the year 1942, al-Siist

Undated picture of al-Manjrah by the . . .
courtsey of R_al-Sas (2019-04.01)  opens with a direct address*¥ to al-Manjrah, only to

444 This was supposedly uttered by Ibn Ahmad when he travelled to Illigh in the year 1361AH
(1942 or 1943) and did not encounter al-Ssi there. The poem is also included in Khilal
Jazillah (al-Siis, 2015, pt. 2: 160).

45 The opening bayt (verse) is a borrowed line of poetry that I have not been able to identify.
The poem is addressed to al-Mahftiz ibn al-Hadrami (d. n.d.) and is included in Khilal
Jazillah (al-Sisi, 2015, pt. 2: 167).

46 Confirmed through personal correspondence.

47 Tt does not seem as if this was part of any real letter from al-SisT to al-Manjrah, but rather a
pseudo-epistolary form utilized in the composition of this particular section in al-/llighiyyat.
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digress from it after four short paragraphs with a biographical segment about his
friend.*#

We learn that al-Manjrah, for al-Stis1, was in the forefront of those who assisted
him in opening Quranic schools (sg. kuttab, pl. katatib) that sought to incorporate
into their traditional practice as much of the modern educational system as possible
and the fundamentals of the sciences pertaining to the Arabic language. Thus, they
soon developed into elementary schools (madaris ibtida iyyah).**° Although it
appears that the majority of pupils belonged to poor families from impoverished
areas of the country, al-Manjrah was also appointed as the supervisor of the private
school Madrasat al-Hayah (‘School of Life’), which was established exclusively
for children of eminent or distinguished personalities. In praise of al-Manjrah and
his efforts to spread education, al-STsT writes:
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For this cause, this great Sharifian [al-sharif al-jalil] man used to carry on his
shoulders all that he could possibly manage. This, despite his many commercial
activities. For how many eyes did he not open? How many ears did he not enable
to hear and minds did he not polish? And how many pockets did he not make
flow abundantly? How extensively did he not propagate, due to which the most
feasible kind of success became achievable in such milieus? In spite of all of this,
he never took a leading position nor did he wish to win the attention of people.
This is the state of those who act with a kind of sincerity that surges in their hearts,
which are filled to the brim with true faith. For what is the faith of a Muslim if
not that which is manifested in his actions?

Concerning al-Manjrah’s background and upbringing, al-SiisT informs the reader
that he traces his lineage back to the dynastic Sa“dian family (al-sa ‘diyyin or bani

48 The section containing the correspondence with al-Manjrah appears in the third part of

al-1llighiyyat (pp. 108-136). The introductory biographical segment takes up about four
pages of the section (pp. 108-112).

#49 al-Sust (2015, pt. 3: 109).

430 a]-SiisT (2015, pt. 3: 109).
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Sa ‘d) that ruled Morocco from the mid-16" century to the year 1659. His father,
al-Tahir ibn Muhammad al-Manjrah (d. 1367/1947), was a Sufi Shaykh who had
gained followers and students.*! Originally, Shaykh al-Tahir al-Manjrah had
taken his Sufism from the local saint ‘Abd al-‘Aziz ibn Ahmad al-Dabbagh (d.
1321/1903), known as “Hazzu,” who was affiliated with the Dargawiyyah order.*>?
After the death of his first teacher, al-Dabbagh, al-Manjrah’s father studied under
another local saint in the vicinity of the northeastern mountain Jebel Zerhoun
(Jabal Zarhiin), namely Shaykh Muhammad ibn ‘Alf al-Wakil1 (d. 1332/1913 or
1914), who was well-known among the adherents of the path of the
Darqawiyyah.*33 Thus, just like his friend al-StisT, Ahmad al-Manjrah was raised
in a milieu that was highly colored by Sufi teachings and the religious sciences. At
one point in his life, al-Manjrah studied at the Qarawiyyin Institute; however, as
al-SiisT relates, the necessities of life eventually compelled him to take on
commercial pursuits instead.***

To understand the kind of attachment al-StisT had to al-Manjrah and their
friendship, one may find the following excerpt from the section that al-Stist
dedicated to al-Manjrah quite telling:

Apaal @l ke f o J8 (UES) e el 5 1y AT jaiall deal sl la cuils
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The home of Moulay Ahmad was the last home that I saw in Marrakech before I
left the city in the morning of the 28" of Dhii al-Hijjah 1355 [11 March 1937]. 1
had spent the evening before conversing at his place together with the scholar,
and my spiritual brother, Abli al-Mazaya Ibrahim al-Kattani, up until midnight.
Afterward, he [al-Manjrah] accompanied me back to my home in Rmila
[al-Ramila]. No sooner had I woken up in the morning than I was on my way to

431 See al-Mar‘ashli (2006: keyword: “al-Tahir ibn Muhammad al-Manjrah”) and al-SiisT (2015,
pt. 3: 111).

42 Refer to al-Kattani (2005: 41) and Hajji (2008: keyword: “‘Abd al-‘Aziz ibn Ahmad
al-Dabbagh Hazz”).

433 Refer to HajjT (2008: keyword: “Muhammad ibn ‘AlT al-Wakil1”).

454 41.SaisT (2015, pt. 3: 110).

435 al-StisT (2015, pt. 3: 112).
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the car that would send me into the exile in which I am still. Does this strange
coincidence not show how this dear friend, who was the last person on whom |
laid my eyes the evening before my exile, takes the first place in my heart, before
all those who reside in Marrakech?

Additionally, al-StisT mentions how al-Manjrah used not only to support him

morally, through words penned down in letters, but also monetarily.*®

al-Tahir ibn Muhammad al-Ifrani

On the 15" of Safar in the year 1284AH (15 July 1867), al-Siist’s third
correspondent, al-Tahir ibn Muhammad al-Ifrani (or al-Ifran1),*’ was born in
Oued Ifrane (Wad Ifran), located in Ifrane Atlas-Saghir or Anti-Atlas (Ifran
al-Atlas al-Saghitr) in the Sus region. It has been related that he belonged to the
al-Bakriyyah family, and his lineage is thus traced back to the companion of the
Prophet, Abii Bakr al-Siddiq (d. 13/634).4%

Despite having the disadvantage of growing up as an orphan, al-IfranT managed
to educate himself in the traditional religious sciences, including the Arabic
language (al-lughah), the literary tradition (al-adab), Sufism (al-tasawwuf), the
science of Hadith (al-hadith), and Islamic jurisprudence (al-figh).*>® After first
having memorized the Quran in his hometown at the age of thirteen, al-IfranT later
proceeded to a madrasah, llligh al-Dikadir, located in Illigh. There, he studied
under the founder of the school, Shaykh Muhammad ibn ‘Abd Allah al-Illight (d.
n/a), and the local Shaykh Hajj Muhammad al-Yazidi (d. n/a), amongst other
prominent teachers.*®® He later continued to seek knowledge in the town of
Taroudannt (Tartdant) in the Sts, where he joined the study circle (halqah) of one
of the town’s most recognized scholars, Shaykh Ahmad ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman
al-Jishtimi (d. 1327/1909).

In the year 1888 or 1889, now in his early twenties, al-Ifrani decided to travel
to Fez, where he would spend eight more years advancing in the religious sciences,
including Sufism. After his studies in Fez, he returned to his hometown, where he
began to teach at the Tankart madrasah, which his father once used to supervise.
During this period many superior students of religious knowledge came to study

under him, including al-Siisi, whom he taught for a period of about four years.*¢!

456 a1-StisT (2015, pt. 3: 112).

47 al-Siist seems to prefer the spelling ‘al-Ifrani’. See al-Sist (2015, pt. 3: 15).

458 Refer to al-Hat1 (n.d.).

439 R. al-Siist (2016: 98-102) and Hajji (2008: keyword: “al-Tahir al-Ifran1”) and al-Hati (n.d.).
460 Refer to al-HatT (n.d.).

461 al-Hati (n.d.).
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Having reached the status of a Mufti, poet, and Sufi, the name of Shaykh al-Ifrani

soon spread to every corner of the Siis region.*6

al-Ifrani is also remembered as a resistor of the colonial rule and, by means of

correspondence, he himself acted as the coordinator between the revolt initiated by
Ahmad al-Hibah ibn M2’ al-‘Aynayn (d. 1336/1919) in the Siis and the uprising
of the people in Tafilalt (Tafilalt) in southeastern Morocco.**

In the year 1955, al-Ifrani passed away at the end of the holy month of the fast,

Ramadan (May), having been bedridden for several years due to illness. He was

buried in front of the Tankart madrasah.

764

General view of present-day Ifrane Atlas-Saghir, the birthplace of al-Ifian

The works of al-Ifrani that have been managed to be identified are:

o Nazm al-hikam al-‘atd’iyyah (‘The Versification of Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah’s
Aphorisms’)463
e Nazm ‘ibadat al-mukhtasar (‘The Versification of the Chapter of Worship

in al-Mukhtasar’)*¢®

462
463
464

465
466

Refer to Hajj1 (2008: keyword: “al-Tahir al-Ifrant”).

Refer to al-Hati (n.d.).

Photo by Mohamed Arejdal (Muhammad Arajdal), khbarbladi.com (Retrieved: 2019-02-
14).

See al-Sust (1960: 209).

See al-Siist (1960: 209). The book [al-Mukhtasar] that is referred to in the title is probably
the very famous manual on figh (Islamic jurisprudence) according to the Maliki school of
law, Mukhtasar Khalil (‘The Handbook of Khalil’), by the Egyptian jurist Khalil ibn Ishaq
al-Jundi (d. ca. 767/1365).
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o Nazm al-risalah al-‘adudiyyah (‘The Versification of ‘Adud al-Din’s
Treatise’)*¢’

e A commentary (sharh) on one of his poems*®

e A collection (majmii ‘ah) of his poetry*®’

e A literary output consisting of personal letters (rasa il ikhwaniyyah) (incl.
letter poems), panegyrics, and metrical works on Sufism and Islamic
jurisprudence (figh) that include fatwas (fatawa), aphorisms (hikam), and
devotionals ( ibadat).*’

e Poems included in Siis al- ‘a@limah by al-Sust:

o “Aya nasmatu min nafhi rThi s-saba rih1” (‘Fragrant breeze of the
eastern wind, leave...”)*7!

o “Tabassama thaghru l-barqi min janibay Najd” (‘The lightning brightly
smiled from within Najd...")*”

o “Ta‘ala hamamu l-ghusni nabtahithu 1-wajd” (‘Come! Dove sitting on
the branch, let us seek love...”)*"

o “Da‘atlil-hawa ba‘da s-saba a‘yunu I-‘ayn” (‘ After the eastern wind, the
springs of water called to dissent...”)*’*

o “Fa-ya badra ufuqi d-dini ya laytha ghabih” (‘O’ Moon in the horizon

of the Religion, Lion of the woods...”)*"?

467

468
469

470
471

472

473

474

475

See R. al-Stis1 (2016: 99-100). This is probably a versification of the didactic treatise
al-Risalah al- ‘adudiyyah by the Shafiite (shafi 7) jurist and Asharite (ash ‘ari) theologian
‘Adud al-Din ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Ij1 (d. 756/1355), from the Kurdish country of Shabankara
in medieval Southern Persia. The treatise concerns itself with the traditional philological
science ‘ilm al-wad‘ (“philosophy of language” or sémantique [Weiss, 1987: 339]) and
debate (mundzarah). For more on al-TjT, see Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “al-m_ji” .

See al-Stist (1960: 209).

See al-StisT (1960: 209). The collection was compiled, however, in two volumes, first by
al- Arabi al-Samiijni and then by al-Ifrani’s own son Muhammad ibn al-Tahir.

Refer to R. al-Sais1 (2016: 99-100).

See al-Siist (1960: 113). The poem was found in a letter by al-Ifrani, sent from Fez in
1313AH (1895 or 1896), to his Shaykh from Illigh, ‘Alf ibn ‘Abd Allah.

See al-StisT (1960: 114). This is a panegyric dedicated to someone by the name of al-Mawla
al-Hafiz.

See al-Sust (1960: 114). This poem was composed in connection to the completion (khatm)
of the recital of Mukhtasar Khalil.

See al-Suist (1960: 114). The poem is addressed to the leader of the resistance movement
against the French colonial power, Ahmad al-Hibah.

See al-Siist (1960: 115-116). This poem is addressed to Shaykh Abii al-*Abbas al-Jishtimi
(d. 1327/1909).

133






7. The Analysis

The following part of this study is dedicated to the textual analysis of the primary
material: the three sampled private correspondences from al-Illighiyyat by
Muhammad al-Mukhtar al-Siis and the letter collection Rasa’il al-Shabbi by
Muhammad al-Hulaywt.

The analysis is divided into “Segment One” (§ 7.1) and “Segment Two” (§ 7.2),
which deal with the letters from al-Illighiyyat and Rasa il al-Shabbi respectively.
Thus, each sampling of letters s will be examined separately in order to allow the
letter texts of these two works to speak for themselves as freely as possibly without
being limited by the analytical material that the other group of letter texts
generates.*’® Each segment includes a concluding section, in which the results of
the analysis of each work are briefly summarized.

Here is also the place to briefly connect the two works, al-illighiyyat and
Rasa’il al-Shabbr, through some similarities. However, 1 will leave the more
in-depth comparisons of similarities and dissimilarities and conclusions for the
section “Conclusions and Discussion” (§ 8), since the reader will more readily
digest such comparisons after first having read the analysis of each of these works.

The first major similarity between the sampled letter texts from al-Illighiyyat
and Rasa’il al-Shabbrt is the shared phenomenon of prosimetrum, that is, the
combination of or alternation between prose and poetry within a text composition.
However, the feature of prosimetrum is more prominent in al-S@isT’s
correspondence. Another important similarity that occurs on more analogous terms
is the letter writers’ thematic and creative recycling and appropriation of both
non-indigenous and indigenous*’” literary traditions — both what may be called
modern and pre-modern or classical traditions.

I also found that the correspondences, despite their implicit ideological
differences, are important sources for examining and construing diverse and
complex constructions of masculinity and male bonding (homosociality) within an
Arab(ic)-Islamic context; these concepts/notions are explained above (§ 5.3), and

476 See “Working Questions™ (§ 5.4).

477 Here, non-indigenous literary traditions are broadly understood as those conventions,
genres, and works that originate or reside outside of the Arabic and/or Islamic literary
contexts. For intertextuality as a key concept, see also § 5.2.2.
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challenge monolithic narratives about gender. This particular subject will be
discussed under the heading “Masculine Performances and Self-Making” in
sections 7.1.4 and 7.2.7.

7.1 Segment One: al-Illighiyyat (‘Writings from
Iligh”)

The narrative discourse that mediates the story (the train of events) and the
narrating (the action of narrating) of al-Siisi’s correspondence carries within it
thematic and creative recycling and appropriations of both Arabic epistolary and
literary traditions and what may be recognized as modern fictive and literary
techniques. This analytical segment identifies and discusses such features of
al-Siist’s correspondence and places them in relation to the epistolary “I”-character
and the discursive world of male experience(s) and the homosocial relationships
that are formed and entertained therein.

7.1.1 The Setting, the Action, the Writer, and the Writing

In the universe of the epistolary “I,” we sometimes — perhaps most of the time —
find the letter writer writing at night in the quiet upper room of his residence in his
hometown of Illigh. He may cease to write for a moment, to imagine the
recipient(s) of his letter and their surroundings or to interact with his young son
‘Abd Allah, his wife, Umm ‘Abd Allah, or the unnamed housekeeper. In this
Bedouin room, as he calls it, we are more than once pointed to the inkwell, which
his son ‘Abd Allah enjoys playing with, the pen, and the sheet(s) of paper, at which
his son also peeks every now and then. On a few occasions, we find the letter writer
in other places, such as before the ocean on the coast of Agadir, looking out at the
waves while stretching out his hand to greet his friend Ahmad al-Manjrah from
afar. In his mind, he metamorphoses into a being with wings, gushes out into the
open air, flying in the direction of his friend and re-transforming into himself
before his eyes:
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If only I had fluttering wings! So that I could take off into this sea-fragrant air,
and then descend upon your presence, O noble one. Soon after, I would change
into the Mukhtar that you know in front of your eyes and embrace al-Ghali and
al-Ghazi and their two sisters.

At another point in the correspondence, we also learn that the letter writer is in
Essaouira (al-Suwayrah, alt. al-Suwayrah) on the Atlantic coast, where he also —
although less elaborately in description — almost flies away with “the wings of
longing” (ajnihat al-ashwagq) to his cousin Ibrahim ibn Ahmad.*”

The action of writing (and reading) a letter is evidently made part of the “plot”
not merely because of its spelling out in the letters, but also because of its evident
part in the context of narration — that is, the setting — and its portrayal. Given that
the writing is the progressive in-the-moment action of creating the letter itself, it
can provide glimpses into the “here-and-now” of the letter writer and his “current”
state.*®" The “present” of al-SiisT the letter writer appears to be characterized at
times by instability and variability, and at other times by stagnation and
invariability.

In the Western tradition of diary fiction, the most prevalent male version of the
writer’s setting is a room, in which the writer is commonly found seated at a
desk.*®! The inventory of the setting may be more or less detailed in its description
and more or less dynamic in its end (e.g. the writer being interrupted in some way
or dozing off while writing). This also ties into the letter’s interpolated style of
narrating, which alternates between the “here-and-now” (the moment of writing)

482

and the event(s) being written about.**> However, the four elements constituting

the setting (where the writer is, i.e. the context of the narration), the action (what

478 al-Siist (2015, pt. 3: 134). Dated “6 rabi‘ al-thani 1361 (23 April 1942).The phrase
“al-Ghali and al-Ghazi and their two sisters” refers to the children of al-Manjrah.

479 al-Siist (2015, pt. 2: 237). Dated “26 rabi ‘ al-thant 1363” (20 April 1944).

480 See the outlines of the epistolary pact and the paradoxes of letters and correspondences that
deal with temporality and the “I/You, Here/There, Now/Then” dimension of letter writing in
“‘Unnatural’ Letters and the Epistolary Pact” (§ 5.1). See also Stanley, Salter, and Dampier
(2012: 278-279).

481 Abbott (1985: 15-16).

482 Again, see temporality and the “I/You, Here/There, Now/Then” dimension of letter writing
in§5.1.
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the writer does), the writer (what the writer is like), and the writing (how the writer
writes), as outlined and presented by Abbott, have developed into key generic
components of the Western diary genre and its “collection of [readers’]
expectations.”*3 A reading of Altman, when the author discusses the portrayal of
the time of narration in Samuel Richardson’s epistolary novels Pamela (1740) and
Clarissa (1748), also prompts the question of whether letters — in the fictive or
non-fictive genre — always are letters, or if they are sometimes more like personal
diary entries.*3

The letters of al-SisT are in many places reminiscent of dairy entries, especially
the ones sent to his cousin Ibn Ahmad and his friend al-Manjrah, although arguably
a little less so in the letters sent to his former teacher Shaykh al-Tahir ibn
Muhammad al-Ifrani, given that the above four generic elements are not as
textually tangible in these. Instead, the latter correspondence is, as demonstrated
further below, to a larger degree colored by a more archaic epistolographic style
that can be associated with the poetics of the pre-modern Arabic letter, such as
elaborate and hyperbolic introductory addressations and occurrences of rhymed
prose (saj ).**°> We nonetheless find that the two former correspondences — that is,
those with Ibn Ahmad and al-Manjrah — do not necessarily join in on the diarist
scheme, although one might not be able to state this with certainty in the case of
Ibn Ahmad, given that only one letter by him is transmitted in al-Illighiyyat, while
al-Siist’s letters of response imply an additional three letters (at least).

However, Ibn Ahmad’s letter is clearly dialogical, that is, the discourse is
evidently and more or less consistently directed to and engaging with an epistolary
“You” (al-Stist), which is a part of the relational mode within the epistolary pact
that safeguards the importance of the reader.*®® In contrast, al-SsT’s letters are
intermittently marked by a monological tone. Of course, a diary entry may not
necessarily be formally monological, since it can also have an addressee or reader,
imaginary or real, with whom it engages and to whom it directs its “speech,” a
feature corresponding to the reciprocity of the epistolary pact.*s” However, the
monological tone of al-SiisT creates a discourse that is deceptively self-directed, or
self-centered, if one may: a self-directedness that is reminiscent of the diary and

43 Abbott (1985: 15).

484 See Altman (1982: 124).

485 Refer to the poetics of the pre-modern Arabic letter in “Pre-Modern Forms” (§ 3.1).

486 See further on “relationality” (the “I-to-and-from-You” relational mode) and the
“Writer/Reader” dimension in § 5.1.

487 E.g. Abbott (1985: 11). Genette has already spoken of the letter, together with the journal, as
a “quasi-interior monolog” (Genette, 1980: 218). See also “temporality” in § 5.1.
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similar life narratives that does not include the response of a second party.
Rhetorically, this directness to the self may accentuate the lack of reciprocity — or
appear as an evident result thereof — that makes the letter writer to a larger extent
give in to the monolog. With regard to the epistolary pact, this directness also
explicitly or implicitly points toward unreciprocated expectations in terms of the
levels of engagement from each correspondent.*® It could also be an indication of
the cathartic and psychotherapeutic function of letter writing for the individual, by
which the need for, or expectation of, an equal or appropriate engagement that is
usually associated with the epistolary pact is not necessarily the main motivator.*

One ought not to forget that the feeling of ghurbah, estrangement, was the
catalyst for writing al-Illighiyyat,*° and hence why correspondences from this
exilic time may have functioned as a psychological bridge between the letter
writer, in his now alien hometown Illigh, and his peers and “brothers” in the larger
cities. The letters of al-Siist are therefore “constructed as a tragedy of indirect

»#1 and, one may add, of psychological and physical barriers and

communication,
alienation.*? Thus, as a kind of psychotherapeutic device, the letter can
simultaneously be “both the symptom of the neurosis and the instrument for its
cure, but it lies halfway between neurosis and cure [...].”*** This is well illustrated
with a passage depicting the internal reality of the letter writer’s experiential world
in one given moment in time — that is, the “there-and-then” — of being on the
receiving end. Here, the letter is again made to be a part of the plot, but it may
simultaneously also function as a kind of meta-commentary on letters and their

psychological and physiological impacts, although here in a more positive light:
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488
489

See “reciprocity” in the outline of the epistolary pactin § 5.1.

For the cathartic and psychotherapeutic function of letters, see Altman (1982: 41-43).

490 al-Siist (2015, pt. 1: 5-6).

1 Altman (1982: 25). In the original, a description of the epistolary novel Clarissa.

42 Cf. Altman (1982: 25-26). See also the polarity of “Bridge/Barrier” as distance breaking and
distance making narrative measures in letter writing in the outline based on Altman in § 5.1.

493 Altman (1982: 43).
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I did not sleep through that night — and God is my witness — due to my
overwhelming joy. I would read [aloud] the letter a bit, and then I would let my
mind wander for some time. I enjoyed the rapture that I felt in the innermost core
of my heart. What is this thing that I am experiencing save being that which
befalls the one who is lost and thirsty in the desert when he comes across a
sympathetic guide that carries with him fresh cold water? Taking as many sips
from it as possible. I did not doze off except a little in the time before dawn. Later,
at daybreak, I left [for prayer?] as usual. Again this evening, this state [of rapture]
came [upon me] yet again. If this is not that peculiar spark which comes into force
through the writing on sheets of paper, from one heart to another, I do not know
what it is.

It is noteworthy how, throughout the above passage, the presence of the epistolary
“You” is only implied by context. In this type of letter writing, we find a
consciousness that is “thrown back at its own resources,”**> as Abbott puts it when
comparing letter writing with diary writing. We thus find that the issue is not
necessarily the absence or presence of an addressee per se, but instead a
suppression of the addressee’s textual role and potential as a reader-writer to
actively inform the text.**® In the case of al-Siisi, the inability of the recipient to be
an active reader-writer may paradoxically have informed the letters’ at times
cloistered sequences and strong writer-polarity, where al-SiisT weighs heavily on
the writer-side of the “Writer/Reader” polarity, which signifies the ways in which
letter writers may alternate between these two roles or functions within one single
letter.*’

By comparing these letters with the correspondence between al-SiisT and
al-Manjrah we might be able to tell whether this is a sign of a deliberate
suppression of the second party or an “unfortunate” result of Ibn Ahmad’s lack of
dedication, or inability, to engage in the epistolary exchange with his cousin. We
find that al-Manjrah’s letters, too, are dialogical and that al-SiisT’s letters to
al-Manjrah, in turn, although a bit more dialogical by the textual presence of an
epistolary “You”-character and their addressation, still contains some passages
characterized by a reflexivity that, as indicated above, not only renders a text

494 al-StisT (2015, pt. 2: 232).

95 Abbott (1984: 11).

49 Cf. Abbott (1984: 10-11).

47 See the outline of polarities based on Altman in § 5.1.
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self-conscious, or self-reflecting, but also, as argued by Abbott, exercises an
influence on the writer and, one could add, the reader.**® However, I would not
describe the text’s influence on its writer as a necessarily unconscious and innocent
process, since, [ believe, it could be objected that such a hermeneutics speaks rather
of the affective mechanisms embedded in texts by their creators and the potential
readers’ later engagement of these.*”” However, this does not exclude the
possibility of rhetorically ascribing or discarding from the text some kind of
affective influence on its writer (and reader), and thereby creating such an illusion.

For al-Susi, it seems that it is the energy of the letter writer that becomes
embedded in the text and is operationalized upon its engagement, as happens when
al-Siist writes to Ibn Ahmad about the peculiar spark that comes into being when
writing on sheets of paper, from one heart to another, and about the rapture that
befell him when reading his cousin’s letter.’ Of course, in terms of “influences”
exerted on the writer of a text, one must also consider the kind of paradigmatic
framework and generic conventions that would pertain to a certain genre that could
inform the text in various ways (e.g. its register and its narrative voice).

In a monological fashion, where the discourse may have an audience (or a
reader) or take place as if alone, al-STisT continues to describe his exemplary
steadfastness in friendship. This is an aspect of his writing that also reflects the
spirit and vigor of the letter writer that abounds within the text and informs it:
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I thank God sincerely for the heart that is in my chest. For it is a devoted and
loving heart that knows no fatigue and whose loyalty is spoken of in the proverb
— praise be to God. Ever since this banishment, my heart in wakefulness and in
sleep has painted for me my brothers, one by one. The long passage of time has
only increased the heart’s sensitivity and benevolence as well as the burning fire
of remembrance. As soon as what one otherwise might have been able to curb [of

498 Cf. Abbott (1984: 38-39).

49 See Nayed (1994: 122ff.). Cf. Abbott (1984: 39).

500 a]-SisT (2015, pt. 2: 232). See the translated segment immediately above.
S0 al-S{isT (2015, pt. 2: 233).
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longing] hovers over the heart, it spills out into the air. Aimlessly, the heart
cruises away, leaving all that which it withheld behind.

7.1.2 Dialogs and the Illusion of Mimesis

Speech and the representation of speech is a recurring theme in al-STsT’s
correspondence with his cousin Ibn Ahmad, and due to its literary and
narratological arrangement and overall possible impact on the reading experience
of the letters, it is arguably worthy some elaboration. For instance, we find poetry
being presented as an intra-diegetic (“in the story world”) element in the form of a
recitation by one of the epistolary “characters,” which, together with other
occurrences of poetry, will be discussed more closely below.>*? Another example
is the addressee’s anticipated reading of the letter and the epistolary

“1”7

s own
action of writing and reading letters being made into a part of the narrative.

As for dialogs, we find some remarkably long sequences of reported speech, or
direct discourse, where the words are quoted verbatim as an imitated discourse.’®
While there is an assumption that this kind of speech representation is the most

304 such

mimetic, that is, the most realistic one, or the one most faithful to reality,
an assumption may often turn out to be erroneous, especially when dealing with
fiction, where originality is illusory.’® Even instances of direct discourse in
non-fiction genres should arguably be scrutinized individually on the scale of
mimesis, and, perhaps more importantly, with regard to other forms of relation
than the mimetic one, such as affective ones.’% Taking the argument even further,

Genette states that:

[...] there is no imitation in narrative because narrative, like everything (or almost
everything) in literature, is an act of language. [...] Like every verbal act, a

302 Under the heading “Poetry as Speech Representation and a Part of the Epistolary Narrative”

in the current chapter (§ 7.1.3).

303 Genette (1980: 170, 172-173). I am using Genette’s (1980: 169-185) terminology as a guide
to describe different types of speech representation, which are divided into three formal
categories (increasing in mimesis): 1) narratized speech (Fr. discours narrativisé) (e.g. The
boy informed his mother of his wish to buy the cat); 2) transposed speech (Fr. discours
transposé) (e.g. The boy told his mother that he really wanted that cat); 3) reported speech
(Fr. discours rapporté) (e.g. “I really want that cat,” the boy said to his mother).

304 See e.g. Genette (1980: 169fY).

505 Fludernik (1993: 409-414). See also McHale (2014).

% Wong (2019: 183).
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narrative can only inform — that is, transmit meanings. Narrative does not

“represent” a (real or fictive) story, it recounts it.>"’

This also applies to any verbal element in the story, such as dialogs and monologs,
in the sense that the narrative reproduces or transcribes them.3® Here, mimesis, at
its extreme, can thus correspond to quotation, and perhaps even be replaced with
the term rhésis (characters’ discourse). In a Genettian spirit, one could therefore
say that “[i]n a narrative there is only rhésis and diegesis,”>" that is, the characters’
discourse and the narrator’s discourse.

When it comes to the verbal elements in an Arabic text, it can be quite tricky
to differentiate between direct and indirect discourse due to the disparate ways (or
lack thereof) of marking speech. In my reading of the Arabic text, I take the colon
(:) as a marker of direct discourse in combination with direct address, as in the
example: “fa-qultu laha: innani ubarridu bi-ha ghullah [ ...] a-wa lasti tadrin [...]”
(‘Thus, I said to her: “With it, I am quenching a burning thirst [...] Are you not
aware [...]27).5!% And this, despite the appearance of the inna particle, which
otherwise may also be interpreted as a marker of indirect discourse, as in the
example: “qultu lahd inna al-siig qarib” (‘1 said to her that the market is nearby”).
Another example of indirect speech (here, narratized speech) would be: “[...]
fatahta ‘aynayka wa-sirta tadhaku dahkan kathiran. wa-tahza ‘u bi-man yaqilina
annaka mayyit” (‘You opened your eyes and began to laugh profoundly. You
scoffed at those who are saying that you are dead’).’!' Therefore, the quotation
marks in the English translations should be taken as an interpretation.

Moreover, the dialog cues are more consistent than the English translation may
suggest; they are almost exclusively represented by the verb gala (‘he said’), as in
‘he said,” ‘she said,” and ‘I said.” Furthermore, in a note on the literary conventions
of Arabic dialog, the scholar Julia Bray writes that gala almost invariably marks
direct speech.>'? In her translation of al-Muhassin ibn ‘Alf al-Tantkh?’s al-Faraj
ba ‘da al-shiddah (‘Deliverance Follows Adversity’), she also notes that the dialog
cue used is always gala, which seems to conform to traditional Arabic reading

307 Genette (1988: 42-43).

398 Genette (1988: 43).

599 Genette (1988: 43).

310 Example from al-SiisT (2015, pt. 2: 232).

I Example from al-Siist (2015, pt. 3: 115).

512 Tt should be noted that Bray uses the term ‘reported speech’ for indirect speech. As
mentioned above, I am using Genette’s terminology as a guide, where the English term
‘reported speech’ (translation of Fr. discours rapporté) is used for direct speech. See Bray’s
introduction in al-Tantikhi (2019: xxvii).
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practice.’'® This could mean that dialogs found in texts, by convention, were
“performed” — that is, read out loud, with or without the dialog cues.’'*

As is already known about Arabic epistolography, and as indicated in the letter
writing of al-SasT himself,’!"% it is feasible that both non-dialog and dialog were
read aloud — even if this only happens as a diegetic element, meaning that it may
be a literary figure rather than something that actually took place in reality.
However, the reader might find little reason to doubt al-StisT1 when he tells his
cousin Ibn Ahmad that he had spent the whole day re-reading his letter out of
joy.>!® In this case, it is noteworthy that the verb used is not gara a, that is usually
—1in a modern context, at least — understood as the verb for ‘to read’ [lit. ‘he read’],
but rather the verb tala (‘he read out loud; he recited [s.th.]’),>!7 as in the example
cited below (p. 149), in which al-StsT writes to his cousin: “I have spent the whole
day in a ceaseless recitation of your letter.”>!® With that being said, we cannot be
entirely sure that the word 7a/a is used in its actual sense of “recitation” or “reading
out loud,” as in contrast to gara ‘a in the sense of “reading.”

The use of the word fala rather than gara’'a may be a mere reflection of the
author’s traditional education, as a result of which the word a/a could correspond
to both of these meanings. Thus, what is of primary interest here might not be the
actual meaning of the word itself, but instead the author’s choice to use it. Given
the associations of the word zala with the reading (or the recitation) of the Quran,
a modern Arabic writer may use the word to underline the educational or religious
background of the one doing the reading.

One finds that the Egyptian author Najib Mahfiiz (d. 2006) used the verb tala
in this way in an episode in Qasr al-shawq (‘Palace of Desire”) (1957). In this
episode, the father of Kamal, Ahmad ‘Abd al-Jawad, reads an essay, which to him
is heretical, written by his son. Here, Mahftz uses the word to reinforce the idea
of the father’s religious background and it is accompanied by other cues which
give this idea further support (the manner of preparation and sitting), which makes
the episode worth quoting in its entirety. Mahftz uses the words tald and gara’a
interchangeably for “reading aloud.” If the object of the father’s reading was not
specified, one might have thought that he was about to read the Quran, not an essay
found in a journal:

313 al-Taniikhi (2019: xxvii).

514 al-Tanikhi (2019: xxvii).

515 al-SiisT (2015, pt. 2: 232). Discussed further below.

516 a1-StisT (2015, pt. 2: 232).

517" Refer to Wehr (1979: keyword: “tala; tilawa”).

518 al-SiisT (2015, pt. 2: 232). The verb tala is used a second time in the next paragraph.



7. THE ANALYSIS *

Al i 5 Al e a5 ¢ a5 830all (e 2] 8 die 5 ¢a sl (oaua die
Ty 4d) fled aa g 1o () clgilaay (liad @i o Cogamy T 215 olaialy
Al Gl LEl AL sda Wl ocelic e Lpagdid Aol YA
((03019) = e Go LIS aldad dliny LD dlefy cadld e 54l
e U ggre 5 (ia G gaad) (5 G AL Dl ey Al ) (A odseaas
182,80 (e g 55 e shale il o 1) som A Glad) O a3 e S
s Adal) A3aal) s34 alal Slald Cull & clae Jie s ) 3 jall 5 0 S

519 3330 gam A0 e of - Ak8lie ol 4l yie) (ga - i dalia Cpe Ll

At forenoon that day, after prayers and breakfast, he [Ahmad ‘Abd al-Jawad] sat
down with his legs crossed in the sofa and opened the journal with interest. He
began to read it aloud [raha yaqra’u bi-sawt murtafi‘] to get the sense of it
[Kamal’s essay]. But what did he find? He could read [yaqra’] political articles
and understand them without difficulty. But this essay made his head turn and
agitated his heart. He read it aloud again [a ‘ada tilawataha) carefully. He came
across a reference to a scientist named Darwin and his work on some distant
islands. This man had made tedious comparisons between various different
animals until he was astonished to reach the strange conclusion that argued that
man was descended from animals; in fact, that he had evolved from a kind of ape.
Al-Sayyid Ahmad read the offensive paragraph yet another time [karrara tilawat
al-faqrah al-khatirah] with increasing alarm. He was stunned by the sad reality
that his son, his own flesh and blood, was asserting, without objection or

discussion, that man was descended from animals.>?°

In the case of al-SiisT, there might not be such an overt intention to accentuate his
own religious or educational background, but the use of the word is, perhaps, a
byproduct of it instead. The ambiguity surrounding the usage of the term tala,
instead of gara ‘a, might be solved by looking at the context, which makes it clear
that al-Stst’s repeated reading of Ibn Ahmad’s letter caught the attention of his
wife, Umm ‘Abd Allah (see below p. 149). It is therefore feasible to believe that
Umm ‘Abd Allah overheard her husband reading the letter, unless, of course, one
imagines that she walked past him throughout the day and noticed him silently
reading something. There is also the possibility that al-StisT’s choice of word (tala)

519 Mahfuz (2013: 429).

520 English translation from the Everyman’s Library edition (Mahfouz [2001: 889]), with slight
modifications. I deemed some modifications necessary in order to highlight the particular
mannerisms of the character Ahmad ‘Abd al-Jawad, which were somewhat lost in the
English translation available. Emphasis (italics and bold) by me.
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accentuates the value and spiritual qualities of the text he is reading — which are
further discussed below — and the ceremonial aspect of reading a letter.

There are three episodes in the correspondence between al-SiisT and Ibn Ahmad
that perfectly illustrate the usage of a deliberately stylized direct discourse.
Naturally, therefore, the faithfulness of the quotations — if we accept them as such
— to actual uttered utterances in reality is highly suspect and improbable. This is
not to say that the general message and sense of the dialogs are necessarily made
up, nor that they never took place, but that their language and locution as found in
the letters most probably do not correspond to reality.

The stylization of speech is achieved through a standardized and classical form
of Arabic, [al-lughah al-‘arabiyyah] al-fushd, which is used to translate a
presumably vernacular or mixed variety (vernacular and standardized) of Arabic
and/or French. In the case of a conversation between al-StisT and his wife (see
below p. 149), it may not have been Arabic that was spoken at all, but rather
Amazigh. It is not only the stylized language of the dialogs that is noticeable to the
critical eye, but also the length and details of the conversations reproduced. As
argued by Camilla Asplund Ingemark in her study on four historical legends of the
Finnish war, and as understood from the terminology of Genette, extensive or
frequent usages of direct discourse — that is, verbatim transcriptions or quotes of
speech — may serve to reduce the narrator’s emotional distance from the event(s)
narrated.>?!

At the end of the year 1937, al-SisT relates®? to Ibn Ahmad a meeting with an

) 523
b

inspector (muragib) from Tafraout (Tafrawut who, at the request of the

Resident-general (al-mugqim) Charles Nogués (d. 1971),%2* had come to interrogate

him about his doings. Here, as with other examples, the concept of distance?

as
the emotional proximity of the narrator to the events being narrated may also allow
us to explore narratives not only as stories of events, but also, and perhaps more
compellingly so in the case of life writing, as experiences.’?® The narrative

distance, in the sense of the narrative of words, thus tells the story of a man and a

321 Ingemark (2016: 316). Cf. the notion of narrative distance in Genette (1983: 171-173).

522 This letter is undated but was probably written in November or December of 1937. See
al-Saist (2015, pt. 2: 220-222).

A town in the Tiznit (Tiznit) province in the Souss-Massa region.

Charles Nogués was the French Resident-general in Morocco from 13 September 1936 to 21
June 1943.

See “Narratological and Stylistic Inquiries” (§ 5.2).

526 Ingemark (2016: 308).

523
524

525
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propagator of knowledge unjustly put into exile due to alleged activities deemed
counter to the governmental, or colonial, interests.

Thus, as argued by James Phelan, the scene of dialog not only constitutes an
event in the story [world], but also a mediated telling that is “an integral part of the
ethical dimension of the passage.”>?” Such a notion of mediated telling does indeed
challenge the long-established distinction between story and discourse and opens
up to exploration the question of how dialog may inform the diegesis and function

as a narrative element:>?
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I said to him, i.a.: “I do not do anything other than spreading knowledge, and I
do not work for anything other than that.” Upon which the inspector asked me:
“Do you know ‘Allal?” “Yes, he was a peer of mine during my studies, just like
several other scholars around Morocco. I am acquainted with everyone. Some
were my teachers, and others were my peers. Moreover, I am not unknown in
Morocco, firstly for what is due to my family, and then, myself,” I answered him.
“So this is the reason behind all those loud cries from the nationalist papers?” he
then asked. I pretended to know nothing about it and asked: “What do you mean?”’
“That there is a real buzz about you,” he said. “What is said about me?” I then
asked, “Am I occupying myself with anything other than what I have told you?

327 Phelan (2017: 19).
528 Wong (2019: 194).
529 al-SiisT (2015, pt. 2: 220).
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And is there anyone from the nationalists, or others, that has claimed that [ am?”
His answer was that “the Pasha cannot exile you if you have not done anything
wrong.” The inspector then laughed and said: “Either that or you are not giving
the Pasha any dirhams” “Even from the Pasha, | have not heard anything but good
things about me,” I said to him. “All there is to it is that, one day, I was sent for,
and then, suddenly sent into exile.” The conversation then continued
lightheartedly as if it had not been an official hearing. He eventually told me that
“the colonel asks you to write down for him on a paper that which you mentioned
to him in Irherm.” Thus, I went to an office.

In the same letter, the above dialogical episode is soon followed by another one of

530 in which al-SiisT meets the colonel from

similar length and stylization,
Taroudant, who interrogates him about his doings at the request of the government.
This colonel, like the inspector from Tafraout, seems somewhat sympathetic to
al-Siis1.>! The colonel reassures him that he had no part in al-StsT’s exile: “I did
not do anything. It was the Pasha [al-Tihami al-Glaw1>*?] and the Minister
[Muhammad al-Muqri?**}] — it was those two alone who did it” (and lam artakib
shay’. fa-al-basha wa-al-wazir faqat huma alladhani fa ‘ala hadha).>**

Again, the wordiness of the dialog in the original Arabic is far from any spoken
language, whether Arabic or French. We are instead dealing with a literary
language that would have seemed unnatural, as a dialog, in a real life situation.
Essentially, it does not matter much what the original language was, since the point
is that a stylized language that would not normally be used in a real life dialog
characterizes the text.

In a later letter from al-Siist, dated “1360-2 /safar]-8” (7 March 1941),33% which
was seemingly written in an euphoric state upon finally receiving a letter of
response after a three-year-long period of perceived neglect, we find a dialog
between him and his wife, Umm ‘Abd Allah, that is highly stylized not only by

variety, but also by rhetorical devices. The dialog appears at the beginning of the

30 al-Sast (2015, pt. 2: 221).

331 Tt is not clear whether the inspector and the colonel were Moroccan natives or not.

532 al-Tihami al-Glawi (d. 1375/1956) was the Pasha of Marrakesh from 1912 up until the year
of his death in 1956. He was an ally of the French colonial power and led a conspiracy that
eventually overthrew the Sultan Muhammad V (r. 1955-1957). For more on al-Tihami
al-Glawi, see Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “Glawa”).

333 Here, “the Minister” (Ar. al-wazir) could refer to the Grand Vizier Muhammad al-Mugqri (d.
1377/1957), who intermittently held his post from 1917 to 1955 and acted as a mediator
between the Sultan and the French Resident-general. For more on Muhammad al-Muqri, see
Lentz (1994, keyword: “Muhammad El-Mugri”: 560).

534 al-Sust (2015, pt. 2: 221).

335 al-SuisT (2015, pt. 2: 231-236).
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letter, in which the letter writer narrates, through prose and poetry, his regained
hope and faith regarding the friendship with his cousin and his joyous and almost
frenzied rereading of his letter.
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I have spent the whole day in a ceaseless recitation of your letter, until I caught
the attention of the lady of the house, whereupon she said: “Are you trying to
memorize that letter which you have been rereading in that way since the morning
until now in the evening?” Thus, I said to her: “With it,  am quenching a burning
thirst that has lasted for three years. I do not read it again without feeling a
coolness move through my chest, just like the day when it wanders at the brink
of the night when dawn breaks through. Are you not aware that this letter is from
Ibrahim ibn Ahmad, our most faithful, sincere bosom friend, and helpful
companion? Our confidant, with whom for a long time I have spent my life, like
the water and the wine when mixed and diluted by the [circulating] cups.”

The dialog is infused with pictorial elements, meaning that it has a clear visual

dimension that makes “the contents vivid and stark.””3%’

The most eye-catching
imagery may be that which is created by the simile. Perhaps, in a way, to
emphasize the comparison, the confirmed simile (tashbih mu akkad) of “uhissu
bi-al-buriidah tatamashsha fi kabidi tamashsht al-nahar fi hawashi al-layl [...]”
([-..] feeling a coolness move through my chest just like the day when it wanders
at the brink of the night [...]) quite romantically depicts the therapeutic effect of
the letter on the mind and body of its reader. This kind of confirming simile is

achieved through the elision of the simile element (adat al-tashbih),>*

).539

replacing it
with the noun (famashshi) that goes with the verb (tamashsha

536 al-SiisT (2015, pt. 2: 232).

37 Chowdhury (2015: 134).

538 For example, in Arabic, k-, ka-mithl, ka-anna, which corresponds to ‘like,” ‘just as,” and ‘as
[though]’ in English.

In Arabic grammar, this kind of verbal noun is known as al-maf il al-mutlaq (‘the absolute
object’). However, rhetorically, the function or effect of the construction remains that of
emphasis and adding force to the verb. See Wright (2005, vol. 2, part 3: 54-55, d).

539
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Moreover, the word used to designate the chest is kabid, literally ‘liver,” a word
that ought to be understood not in its literal sense, but within its classical Arabic
sense, that has survived until this day. Kabid could also denote that which lies in
proximity to the liver, such as the chest and the belly, or the center or interior of
something.>*® While certainly not being alone in doing so, Semitic traditions
ascribed a psychophysiology to the liver, together with other organs, like the
heart.>*! The liver was thought of as the center, or one amongst other props, of
feelings and emotions, that is, as the place where psychological experiences take
place.’*

Thus, al-Siist, in the role of the reader-writer, as well as speaker, seemingly
effortlessly and readily gives an accentuated albeit popular account of the solace
gained from the re-established relationship with his cousin, as evidenced by his
receipt of the letter.

One also finds what seems to be an example of the detailed simile (tashbih
mufassal), in which the simile feature (wajh al-tashbih) — that is, the characteristic
or property possessed — is explicitly mentioned (ff al-ahqab, ‘[for] a long time”).>*3
This is in the last line of the quote: “wa-ilf kanat hayati ma ‘a hayatihi fi al-ahqab
ka-ma’ wa-al-rah ba'da sha'sha‘at al-ku’iis” (‘Our confident, with whom for a
long time I have spent my life like the water and the wine when mixed and diluted
by the [circulating] cups’). Here, the dialog is quite obviously given an aesthetic
and emotional appeal that almost makes it dramatic. The Bacchic inspired image
of wine and water, mixed and diluted by the circulating cups, is used to define the
deep-rooted relationship between al-StisT and his cousin Ibn Ahmad. This allusion
to classical wine poetry (khamriyyat>**) functions as yet another literary move that
results in a highly stylized, and “unnatural,” language.

Given that our letter writer is a religious scholar, one might find it peculiar that
he would use such an image to describe his relationship with his cousin. A
predecessor to al-Siis1, the Egyptian writer and nahdah intellectual Rifa‘ah Rafi*
al-Tahtawt (d. 1290/1873), who was also confessionally schooled and an Imam,
similarly made references to Bacchic poetry in his travelogue Takhlis al-ibriz ila

340 Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “kabid”).

541 For a brief account of these traditions, see Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “kabid”).

342 Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “kabid”).

343 Chowdhury (2015: 126).

5% A modern critical term used to designate Bacchic or wine poetry. In pre-modern
terminology this kind of poetry seems to have usually been referred to through expressions
such as “al-qawl fi al-khamr” (‘sayings about wine’) and “wassaf lil-khamr” (‘depicter of
wine’). See Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “khamriyya”).
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talkhis Bariz (‘The Extrication of Gold towards the Summation of Paris’>*®)

(1834). Citing the poetry of al-Buhturi (d. 248/897), al-Tahtaw1 evokes a quite
similar image of the wine and water that becomes mixed and diluted by the
circulating cups:
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Is life anything else but watered-down wine,
sparkling in the glass with water from the clouds

And an oud (lute) resounding with a pleasing tune under the arm of Bunan,

whilst assisted in its chant by the dulcet tones of Zunam’s flute?>*"

Again, while this might seem like a curious image to be evoked in the writings of
a religious scholar, it indicates the importance of recycling and appropriating
literary imagery not only in pre-modern writings, but also in modern writings from
the 19" and 20™ centuries.

7.1.3 Poetry as Speech Representation and a Part of the
Epistolary Narrative

From the late Umayyad period and onwards (132/750-), a new kind of artistic prose
— diversely termed kitabat al-insha’ (loosely, ‘chancery style’) or al-nathr al-fannt
(“artistic prose’)**® — developed through the chanceries, in which insertions of
verse — typically without any authorial attribution — became a conscious principle
within the compositional enterprise. As Meisami and Starkey propose, this
renovated artistic prose can be described as a “poeticized prose” that is
characterized by:

rhyme and assonance, parallelism, balanced phrases and division into
proportional sections (fusil [sg. fasl]), richness of description, the use of
metaphor and of rhetorical figures (badi®) hitherto largely reserved for poetry,

35 Title translation from Johnston (2013: 1).

546 al-Tahtaw (2012: 137).

547 The English translation is based on Farmer (1928: 158) (the two last lines) and Newman
(2012: n.a.) (the two first lines), with slight alterations.

For these terms and their English translations, see Meisami and Starkey (1998: keyword:
“artistic prose”). Cf. Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “insha’”).
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and the use for both structural and thematic purposes, quotations in verse and

prose (proverbs, Koranic verses, Prophetic sayings) [...]>*

Thus, this tradition created a kind of “mixed style” in which there was a close
relationship between narrative, discursive passages, and inserted interpolations.>>°
The above stylistic features of this artistic prose were also found to have been
adopted in non-Arabic works, such as in Hebrew, Urdu, Persian, and Turkish prose
writing, and they moreover continued to be employed by prose writers up until
approximately the first half of the 20" century.>>! However, one does find even
later writers utilizing this kind of artistic prose, such as the Egyptian author Jamal
al-Ghitani (d. 2015) in his pseudo-historical novel Zayni al-Barakat>** (1974), but
in this case as a kind of pastiche.

In earlier Umayyad (r. 661-750) Arabic prose, the incorporation of passages of
verse was mostly contextual, meaning that the inclusion of verse in a
predominantly prose text often served an illustrative or evidentiary>>* purpose for
the main text, as in the case with, for example, works of tarikh (history) and later
works of adab (prose genres) that emerged in the 9" century.’>* The phenomenon
of prosimetrum, combining or alternating prose and poetry in a literary
composition, is thus found extensively in pre-modern Arabic literature, regardless
of its function or artistic purpose.

In addition to prose genres of the adab category, such as treatises/epistles
(risalah, pl. rasa’il), akhbar (sg. khabar, ‘anecdote’), and historical narratives,
such as ayyam al-‘arab-writings (‘battle-days of the Arabs [in pre- and early
Islamic eras’), the alternation between prose and poetry also occurs in the sirah
literature, the popular epic or chivalric romances where “characters speak and
emote in lengthy passages of verse,” which are sometimes referred to as “song

cycles.”s

549
550

Meisami and Starkey (1998: keyword: “artistic prose”: 106). Bold in original.

Meisami and Starkey (1998: keyword: “artistic prose”: 106).

31 Meisami and Starkey (1998: keyword “artistic prose”: 106) and Bearman et al. (2012:
keyword: “insha’”).

552 Translated into English as Zayni Barakat by Farouk Abdel Wahab (al-Ghitani [1988]).

333 Within Arabic literary history, poetry was generally regarded as more authoritative than
prose, perhaps due to its more rigid structural elements (e.g. mono-end rhyme, frequent
medial caesura, and quantitative meter) that meant poetry was deemed less bound to change
during transmission within an oral context. The evidentiary function of poetry is thus
provided by its assigned role as a “witness” (Ar. shahid), in the sense of it being evidence in
a particular matter (Reynolds [1997: 278]).

33 Meisami and Starkey (1998: 106) and Heinrichs (1997: 261-262). Cf. Hammond (2018:

keyword: “prosimetrum”).

555 Hammond (2018: keyword: “prosimetrum”; “sira”).
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With regard to the intermingling of prose and poetry, it has been stated that a
“complete separation of poetry and prose was effected by the late 1920s and 1930s,
bringing about a new literary aesthetic in which prose and poetry did not mix.”¢
If, by this, one means that prose and poetry ceased to interact and be juxtaposed,
as we have seen in earlier literary productions, we might discover that this is not
necessarily true when looking into the letter texts of the present study.’®” These
show that there are indeed modern writers of Arabic literature from the 1920s and
onwards up until at least the mid-1940s who did continue this earlier aesthetic of
pre-modern prosimetric genres.

Poetry appears in all three correspondences that have been sampled from
al-Illighiyyat for this study. Out of these three, the correspondence between al-StisT
and his former teacher Shaykh al-Tahir ibn Muhammad al-Ifrani contains a quite
significantly larger amount of verse than the other two correspondences. The
occurrence of poetry is higher in frequency and lengthier in some places, and in
some instances, only poetry is transmitted (i.e. letter-poems), or poetry with very
little accompanying prose.

The question of whether the insertions of poetry into the letters function as
thematic or contextual illustrators, or whether they also have a narrative function,
needs some thought. Here, narrative function is understood as a [textual] element’s
ability to “enter into correlation with other elements” within a particular work and
with the work as a whole, whereby the element in question can also be recognized
as carrying some significance in the train of events (the story).*® Indeed, lines of
poetry seem to be used in the thematic sense too, where their purpose is to illustrate
or support an idea or expand on a topic, such as when Ibn Ahmad regretfully
explains his loyalty and fraternal love to al-StisT after a period of about three years
of silence. The cousin contends that fate (al-dahr, ‘[the fate of] time’) sometimes
works against man and uses a line of original poetry (tawil/-iya) to expand on the
theme:
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5% Reynolds (1997: 280). Even Reynolds mentions three exceptions: the Arabic folk epic
(sirah), oral historical narratives, and the magamah. See Reynolds (1997: 285).

357 Neither in those from al-Illighiyydt nor Rasa’il al-Shabbr.

558 This definition of narrative function rests on the formalist definitions given by Tzvetan
Todorov (1966: 125) and Vladimir Propp (1968 [1928]: 21).
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How often have I not tried to convey from the depths of my heart my unfailing
friendship and my sincere and ever-growing brotherly love to you, which is only
increasingly strengthened by the passing of time and the befalling of turbulences.
How could this not be, when we are one of your devoted heirs? Do you then think
that we walk blindly in disobedience to you, unaware of that which can be found
in literary works, the value of which every litterateur worthy of the name ought
to comprehend? Literary works surely provide firm ground and strong support
for that which exists between hearts and communicate what the innermost
conceals about those around it. [ have tried, again and again [, to reach out through
writing]. But how could I possibly have done that when we know that fate
[al-dahr], at times, can be cruel and, at others, lenient and sparing?

1t is fate [al-dahr] that denies me my goals

and forcefully wants to chain me down

The theme of time (al-dahr) — here in the sense of fate and inevitability — and the
bending to its course is a recurring theme throughout the sampled correspondences
from both al-Illighiyyat and Rasa’il al-Shabbi. We find that in its stylistic and
narrative elaboration it is often depicted as some kind of agent, through tashkhis
(personification), whereby this abstract entity achieves a villain-like character
function that works against the wishes and desires of the epistolary “I”s.

While the concept of time, al-dahr (also al-zaman or al-ayyam [lit. ‘the days’]),
as the causer, or the source, of both the good and bad things that may befall people
during their lifetime is found in pre-Islamic poetry, later poets and writers of the
Islamic period did continue to use al-dahr in this sense, which carries strong
connotations of fate.>*

In our letter texts we are more or less exclusively dealing with the censure of
time (dhamm al-dahr or dhamm al-zaman), which, again, is a poetical theme that
goes back as far as pre-Islamic times, and in which the letter writer ascribes his

559 al-SiisT (2015, pt. 2: 230). Bold in original. The letter in question is dated “1359 - 12 [dhi
al-hijjah] - 18” (ca. 17 January 1941).

560 See Lane (1864: keyword: “d-h-r”), Cohen-Mor (2001: 47), and Bearman et al. (2012:
keyword: “dahr”).
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misfortunes and hardships to time.>®! However, the letter writer oscillates between
the conception of time (al-dahr) and the divine decree (al-gadar) when

rationalizing unfolded events and coping with them.’®?

Interestingly, though, we
find that al-StsT also depicts al-gadar in prose in a similar manner to that of

al-dahr, whereby al-qadar is also given an agentic character function:
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Let us leave fate [al-qadar] to do what it wishes with us. Let us stick doggedly to
sipping knowledge. For that is all that will remain and that is what every single
one of us will present to his community and comrades tomorrow — when time
[al-dahr] will repent. Then, there will be reunion.

In addition to the above, one can also find interesting places where poetry seems
to behave as a narrative element. The lengthiest poem found in the three
correspondences was composed by al-SiisT and presented by him to al-Ifrani in July
1942 (Rajab 1361AH) upon the Shaykh’s visit to Illigh.>%* This poem of 67 bayt
(verses) is laudatory in essence and it opens up modestly with an apology for its
unworthiness and its inability to repay the favor of al-IfranT’s visit.

This lengthy letter-poem is at once a structure of address in the form of a
recitation or reading (aloud) and, as we shall see, a structure of an interpersonal
relationship based on mutual commitment and indebtedness. We find the arrival
of al-Ifran being narrated with almost epic imagery (bayt 8-19, kamil/-a’a):
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561 Cf. Cohen-Mor (2001: 47).

562 For the Islamic concept of al-qadar, see Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “al-kada’ wa
’l-kadar™).

563 al-SuisT (2015, pt. 2: 235). Dated “1360 -2 [safar] - 8 (7 March 1941).

564 The poem is found in al-SiisT (2015, pt. 3: 38-42).
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He pierced the midday heat during the month of Najir,>®®
in which the day is like that of a blazing fire.

The mind melts from its smog — Indeed,
he is bearing stoutly the embers of ghada@®’

The forehead is truly gleaming in the oppressive heat —
A heat that melts even a heavy rock.

He left the lingering shadows in Ifrane,

blue, purling streamlets,

565 al-SiisT (2015, pt. 3: 39-40).

366 According to Lisan al-‘arab (1955: keyword: “n-j-r), Najir is the pre-Islamic name for
Safar, the second month in the Islamic calendar.

567 A variety of euphorbia (spurge). Refer to Wehr (1979: keyword: “ghadw”).
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the fields of densely growing olive trees,

when putting forth their leaves for the east wind, providing shade from the sun,
and the wide gardens that flutter with flowers

and overflow with an abundant fragrance.

The mounts came running with him through the sandstorm

whose fire has ignited the whole of the desert.

He traversed the desert

stirring up his mount with his lashes.

Like a sky thickened by dust

that had risen until it rammed Jawza’.>®

From afar, the mirage deceives the eye of the grievous

for being an ocean

Thus, he almost plunges down, putting his mouth into the fresh cool water,
but if only he had found water!

What is due to the one who in this way

honors his children and embraces the scorching heat?

The one who endures the heights of the midday heat

and dives into the ocean mirage in the wastelands.

These lines undeniably bring to mind the traditional rahil (travel) section that
customarily follows the romantic or elegiac (atlal-)nasib that opens the classical
(or classicist) Arabic gasidah that is conventionally — though mistakenly — thought
of as tripartite ([atlal-]nasib-rahil-main theme [e.g. madih ‘praise; panegyric]).>%’

568 The constellation of Gemini, or that of Orion. Refer to Lane (1864: keyword: “j-w-z2").

39 Sperl (1978: 31-32, 36). The [buka’ ‘ald] atlal section (the ‘weeping-at-the-ruins’ section)
refers to the initiatory lamenting at the desolate ruins of a beloved’s campsite. The 3/9™
century literary critic and religious scholar Ibn Qutaybah (d. 276/889), who presented a
formal outline of the tripartite gasidah, refers to the atlal as dhikr al-diyar (‘the
remembrance or mention of the campsite’) (see Sperl [1978: 1-2, 36]). It should be noted
that the tripartite structure could be regarded as an idealized scheme — probably from the
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In its narrative, it follows the heroic model of a pre-Islamic poetic paradigm,
which is, as explained by Andras Hamori, “produced by the will to be caught up
in all encounters, joyful and lethal alike.”>’® In the terminology of Hamori, the
heroic model is distinguished by a dualism of two divergent principles: kenosis, in

the sense of ‘emptying,” and plerosis, in the sense of ‘filling,’>”!

if one may use
two non-indigenous terms to “rationalize” this principal dualism.

Thus, the rahil seems to express the core aspect of the classical heroic model,>”?
although, in our poem, it is not part of the poet’s usual self-praise (mufakharah or
fakhr),’”3 where he is the protagonist, but, instead, the poet’s praise of another man.
Here, the kenosis is exemplified by the hero character — that is, al-Ifrani, not the
poet himself — generously leaving “the campsite,” and the bravery and even
desperation — if not carelessness — with which he faces the dangers and hardships
of the desert journey (the scorching heat, the fiery sandstorm, and the deceptive
mirage).’™* However, in our case, it is not a deserted campsite that our hero leaves,
but rather the rich gardens of flowers and olive trees in Ifrane.

This kind of innovative re-rendering of ancient concepts, where old images are
translated into new ones, is not very “modern” in and of itself. For example, the
Andalusian poet Ibn Khafajah (d. 533/1138) re-rendered the desert description of
the ancient hunting motif into a garden description.’”> Of course, our poet (the
narrator) did not witness al-IfranT’s journey to Illigh, but he relates it as if he had
— or as if he knew — in a highly epicized manner that is appropriable to an older
poetic paradigm. Thus, we may say that we perceive the time experienced only
through the poet and his re-evaluation of it — which a rhetorical reading style would
perhaps call “hyperbolic.”

Moreover, to a modern Arabic reader, the vocabulary of al-StsT’s poem is
dense with curious word choices. Unusual and non-everyday Arabic words appear
with a high frequency and they may make a challenging read for the modern reader.
Reading words like ngjir (as opposed to safar for the second month in the Islamic

Umayyad period — for the gasidah, since this structure does not reflect all of pre-Islamic and
later Abbasid poetry (Schippers, [1992: 73]; Bearman et al. [2012: keyword: “rahil”]). For
example, in the case of Abbasid poetry the rakil seems to have lost its importance (or
function) and was either shortened or left out completely (Bearman et al. [2012: keyword:
“rahil”]).

570 Hamori (1974: 22, fn. 25).

STl Hamori (1974: 19).

572 As argued in Sperl (1978: 32).

573 Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “mufakhara”).

574 Cf. Sperl (1978: 4).

575 As shown in Schippers (1995: 210).
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calendar), fayfa’, tanafah, and bayda’ (as opposed to sahra’ for ‘desert’), and a/
(as opposed to sarab for ‘mirage’), one is reminded of a foregone classical literary
language and, indeed, the writer’s conversance with it. Thus, al-StisT also manages
to establish an intertextual relationship with an earlier poetic tradition through
lexicon. Furthermore, these features of style and intertextuality may be read in light
of the linguistic virtuosity (bard ‘ah) and continued use of classical literary formats
and genres (incl. the risalah) that characterized the Moroccan literary scene from
the beginnings of the nahdah and far into the 20" century.’¢

It might be interesting to further expound on other ways in which this relatively
lengthy poem appropriates (artistically) the classical Arabic poetic tradition. The
initiating seven verses of the poem do not contain the conventional weeping or
lamenting at the deserted campsite of the beloved, which is commonly recognized
as characteristic of the (arlal-)nasib, but it does contain the mention of the
separation (from the beloved) and other motifs that may allude to older Arabic
poetry.

However, I am undecided as to whether these are allusions to the nightly vision
of the beloved that is known as the khayal or tayf, which is indeed also a motif
from the nasib, or the naturistic descriptions that since the 9" century have been
able to replace the nasib and function as a reflection of the subject of praise — the
mamdiih:>"
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576 As noted by Parrilla (2006: 63-64, 73-74).

577 Abti Tammam (d. 231/845 or 232/846) pioneered in replacing the nastb with a description
of spring and its greenery in this sense. This was an artistic move that became widely
popular among fellow Arab and non-Arab poets alike, such as Jewish, Persian, and Turkish
poets. See Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “nawriyya”).
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From the communication of al-SiisT, here and elsewhere in the correspondence, it
is quite obvious that we are not dealing with a horizontal relationship, but rather
traditional vertical relationship of the teacher-student or father-son type that
is defined by both authority (in knowledge and life experience) and benevolence.
The theme of the father and the father-and-son relationship recurs in other lines of

with a
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Today, we attained all of our wishes, when we saw your beaming face
Now, the vow has been fulfilled, as those features joyously shine amongst us
A long time has passed since our separation; it was but one long, somber night

Darkness upon darkness urged its invasive covering [of the heart], but, today,
your light has expelled the darkness

How often have we not awaited this day; and here is its shade that has returned

With what praise do you greet a visit, from which our limbs walk with a proud,
swinging gait?

What thanks is due to the father who, owing to his compassion, came to see his
children?

poetry and prose, which is something that will be further discussed later on.

A clear example of when poetry appears as an intradiegetic element, in this
case in the form of a “character’s” speech, is found in two letters written by Ibn
Ahmad and al-SaisT respectively. It begins with Ibn Ahmad relating that his

younger son, Zayn al-‘Abidin, sings the poetry of his cousin every evening.
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[...] Zayn al-‘Abidin, who every evening pleases our ears with your poetry,
chanted in an innocent, childish voice:

578 al-Siist (2015, pt. 3: 39).

7 Sic

580 al-SiisT (2015, pt. 2: 229-230). Bold in original.
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True is the Truth: in the truth I live,

and in it I shall meet the fate of death
If I live, I shall stay true,

And if I die, farewell to life
Thus, I do not mind as long as

You, my Lord, make the ending [to life] good

In an interpolation found in al-SiisT’s letter of response, he begins to reimagine the
“then-and-there” moment of his addressee. In this instance, it is narrated that
al-SusT the letter writer digresses from his letter writing for a moment and lets his
thoughts wander to a company consisting of Ibn Ahmad, his two sons, Salim
(nickname: “jildat ma bayna al- ‘aynayn wa-al-anf*>®") and Zayn al-‘Abidin, and
the brother in-law of Ibn Ahmad, Muhammad ibn Dawud:
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I have now stopped for a moment and imagine a modest home in Fez furnished
in a Fezian style. In one of the corners of the home is a radio, around which
Ibrahtm bin Ahmad, Muhammad ibn Dawud, and Salim sit under the light of a
lamp while Zayn al-‘Abidin jumps around in front of them. It is where the
thoughts wander away and it is as if I see it in reality and not in the imagination.
It is almost as if I can hear Zayn al-‘ Abidin sing:

True is the Truth: in the truth I live,

and in it I shall meet the fate of death

81 Literally, “the piece of skin that lies between the eyes and the nose.” To me, this nickname
seems cryptic and I am not able to comment on its intended meaning.
582 al-SiisT (2015, pt. 2: 232). Bold in original.
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Here, a pressing question might be: what could it mean when Ibn Ahmad in our
first example relates that his son recites the quite somber poetry of his cousin and
lets those lines of poetry stand as a representation of his son’s speech? And what
is the implication of al-SiisT’s choice in the second example to reproduce a line of
the poem as a representation of Zayn al-‘Abidin’s speech?

It might not be possible to give any straightforward answer to the above
questions, since one could — and probably ought to — ask whose meaning making
are we referring to? If one argues that it is the reader’s meaning making that is
being referred to, that would take us down a different, reader-centered route in
approaching the question. Instead, if one answered the question by saying that it is
the writer’s meaning making that we are ultimately interested in, I would suggest
that “story making” is the more appropriate and useful term to use in this context.
In this way, we are looking at what is directly available to us, namely the actual
text and its embedded elements, which arguably are the only conceivable
“intentions” that are available to the reader.’®?

Therefore, the most plausible understanding of the above passages may not
derive from solely looking at the actual content (meaning) of the specific lines of
poetry that appear in them, but rather from their context. The main point of Ibn
Ahmad seems to be to relate an anecdote that demonstrates how close his cousin,
al-Siist, is to him, and the extent to which al-SasT is still present in his life. This is
accomplished through the idea of the youngest son reciting al-Siis’s verses of
poetry, which may appear as a conveyance of affection and appreciation to the
cousin and as a testimony of commitment that further enhances the distance
breaking and confience building potential of letter writing.%*

Taking into consideration the verses’ meaning, I have also formulated a
hypothesis, albeit perhaps a little farfetched. The poetry, as a character’s speech,
may appeal to and further inform the dissenting role of al-Siis1 (and his associates)
in the diegesis, that is, the world of the (epistolary) story. Thus, reconnecting to
Phelan’s argument, the poetry chanted by the innocent child constitutes a mediated
telling, whereby the ethical imperative of speaking and living the Truth may
paradoxically cause a person to lead a difficult life and meet a vengeful death.>%
By way of anecdote, these three verses of poetry are actually engraved on al-StsT’s
tombstone and just above them it is written that these verses were composed in the

383 Nayed (2011: 118-119).
58 Altman (1982: 187-188). See also confience in the outline based on Altman in §5.1.
585 Phelan (2017: 19).
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prime of his youth, which could explain why the child acts as the mouthpiece for
those three verses.

Nevertheless, it is evident that a contradictory and dissonant situation is being
depicted in Ibn Ahmad’s anecdote, in which the young child with his innocent,
childish voice recites verses with such a deliberately severe theme of sacrifice and
death.

7.1.4 Masculine Performances and Self-Making

The image of the masculine is, time and again, shown to be quite complex and
dynamic. Therefore, one ought to be careful not to take an automatized stance that
takes popular gendered dichotomies for granted (e.g. rational[m]/irrational[f] or
mind[f]/body[m]).># The emotional and psychological reality of male experiences
repeatedly manifests itself in the correspondences of the present study and
challenges any ahistorical, singular, and racialized generalizations of masculinity,
“even within cultural categories such as ‘Arab’ and ‘Muslim’ [male].”>%’

As recent scholarship shows to an increasing extent, male experiences are
indeed plural and we thus need to speak of “masculinities” rather than a singular
masculinity.>*® Such an approach should also hold true for non-Western males and
masculine performances, and, in a de-colonial manner, should also seek to “[...]
understand masculinities as shaped by capitalism, colonialism, and imperialism,

29589

but also ‘local’ systems and ideas, and “[...] pay close attention to masculine

embodiments and emotions and not only the abstract workings of ideology, law,
institutions, and systems.”>%

The common and ancient trope of hyper-masculinity®! that emphasizes,
amongst other things, the experience of danger as stereotypically appealing clearly
made its presence in the above “epic” poem, in praise of an elder to al-Siisi.
However, other features present that are commonly thought of as antithetical to the

masculine,”? like emotional outbursts and self-disclosures between peers,

586
587

As further argued by Hasso (2018: “Axiom 3” section, para. 1).

Hasso (2018: “Axiom 1” section, para. 1).

38 See, for example, Elsadda (2007; 2012), Armengol-Carrera (2009), and Hasso (2018). Also
see “A Note on Homosociality and Masculinities” (§ 5.3).

Hasso (2018: first section, para. 4).

Hasso (2018: first section, para. 4).

A concept that is here defined as “the exaggeration of masculine stereotypes such as
aggression, dominance, strength, and physical prowness” (Griffin [2017: keyword:
“hyper-masculinity”]).

%2 Bowman (2008) and Armengol-Carrera (2009: 193).

589
590
591
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diversify the literary masculine performances and expectations of homosocial
relationships between males, and indeed, male self-making. As Josep M.
Armengol-Carrera’s review of friendships between men in American literature
curiously demonstrates,’> men’s emotions and expressivity carry within them a
subversive and political potential in culture and literature and should not
necessarily be mistaken for passivity, apoliticism, or quietism, as they often have
been.

In the case of al-Siisi, the potent themes of “brotherhood” (al-ukhuwwah or
al-ikha’) and fraternal love could also exemplify a kind of subversion through
expressivity and emotions. For it is with the “brothers” (al-ikhwan) that true
affinity, in mind and spirit, and a sense of existential and communal purpose are
realized. For al-Siis, it seems that one of the true manifestations of this affinity in
exile, other than the mere feeling of longing, is the world of dreams and
imagination.

On multiple occasions, al-StisT brings into the narrative dreams and fantasies
about the (re)union with his peers and students and about seeing them with his own
eyes. All of this further accentuates the central role of sensing and the world of
consciousness in the subversive call of al-SiisT as a [male] anti-colonialist,
nationalist, and religious reformist. For, in this case, the emotional and intellectual
bonds between men seem to direct or guide them towards a sense of fulfilment and
a shared cause that involves but also transcends the purely personal, and even the
interpersonal.

A quite telling example of this is a passage found in the first letter sent in the
correspondence between al-StisT and his cousin Ibn Ahmad, in which al-StisT writes
in the end of the letter, addressing both his cousin and his students:
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% Armengol-Carrera (2009).
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You, my brothers, are always in front of my eyes, and I will not forget you:
The sunrise reminds me of Sakhr
And at every sunset, I remember him

If there is something that I am sad about over there, it is nothing but you, my
children — the last sparks of life in my heart! For you are both my new- and
old-possessed riches, and you are my source of pride, today and tomorrow. I
know that this separation will affect you a lot and that the remoteness of your
teacher — who is everything to you — will have a great impact on you. However,
as long as you undertake that which you must and perform your duty toward the
people and the religion, then, surely, this separation is by no means a separation.
It is inevitable that we today are separated, because the circumstances have
decided that; indeed, it is inevitable that we today are separated, because the
circumstances have decided that.>*> And it is inevitable that we reunite tomorrow,
since this state will not last. So beware! Beware of us meeting tomorrow lest
someone suddenly lets his gaze roam in the corner of his eyes, like mercury in a
paralytic hand. If there is someone who does not devote himself to the noble
causes, then we are all free from him. Is that not so my brethren? My last advice
to you is that every one of you that sees himself in the position of completing his
knowledge, on whatever that may be, in any way and in any circle available [to
him], whoever the teacher may be, whoever is able to do that — and there is no

34 al-Siist (2015, pt. 2: 212). Bold in original. Dated “22 ramadan 1356 (26 November 1937).
395 T believe that this repetition of the sentence in the original Arabic text is not an editorial
mistake, but rather a rhetorical move of emphasis.
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man amongst you except that he has this ability within him — and yet fails to do
so, then this is my last acquaintance with him.

1 scorn my brother in front of mother and father,

if I do not find him being of the noble ones

The above passage is a good illustration of a complex and multifaceted male
homosociality, in which one experiences love and bonding of the philiatic
(brotherly/friendly), pragmatic (practical/collegial), and strogetic (familial) type.
Concurrently, al-StsT affirms his position in relation to his addressees in both
horizontal and vertical terms of power. The addressation moves quite quickly from
using sentimental and affectionate words of imagination and longing to
incorporating ones of a more assertive and even threatening kind, although coated
or intertwined with affection, perhaps in the fashion that a stereotypical, patriarchal
or leader-like figure would address and incite his male dependents.

Intertextually, al-StisT illustrates his sentimentality by quoting the popular verse
of al-Khansa’ (d. 24/646), in which the female poet laments the death of her brother
Sakhr.>% al-Khansa’’s verse suggests a scenario in which a person is consumed by
the memory of a no longer present loved one both day and night, which in itself
implies insomnia. al-SiisT then closes the letter in a different tone. He quotes a
verse of poetry attributed to Abi al-Tayyib al-Mutanabbi (d. 354/965)>7 that
essentially stresses that he will not hesitate to cut ties with anyone, even a brother
by blood, whom he deems has lost sight of the “good causes” in life, that is, in this
case, the search for knowledge that stems from a sense of religious and patriotic
duty.

Again, literariness is also evident in the phraseology and lexicon of al-Siist’s
letter writing. For example, he demonstrates a careful balancing of phrases and a
fondness for parallelism on the semantic level, such as in the address: “fa-antum
tarifi wa-talidi, wa-antum mafakhiri fi al-yawm wa-al-ghadd” (‘For you are both
my new- and old-possessed riches, and you are my source of pride, today and
tomorrow’). In addition, the address contains the old idiom “al-farif wa-al-talid”
(as in ‘al-hadith wa-al-gadim’ for ‘the new and old; the new- and old-possessed
[thing]).>%}

% The verse that is attributed to al-Khansa’ have been transmitted in many places, such as in
Kitab al-aghani by Abt al-Faraj al-Isfahani (d. 356/967) (1993, vol. 17: 178).

397 See the critical edition of ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Barqiiqi (2014: 1258, verse 787).

5% Lane (1864: keyword: “t-1-d”).
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Returning to the subversive and political potential of male emotions and
expressivity, I would like to argue that, in this non-Western context, emotions and
expressivity are not necessarily subversive because they are signs of male
emotionality, but rather that this potential lies in the colonial setting in which they
take place.

Looking at it from an Arabic literary historical perspective, male emotionality,
in the sense of being a quality or behavior relating to emotions and/or exhibiting
emotions, often in an excessive or accentuated way, does not seem to be
antithetical to masculine literary models within the tradition. However, as has been
noted above, alongside this emotional code of masculinity, one does find
hyper-masculine images that male poets and prose artists utilized to express
themselves in their literary productions.

A quite clear example of two such conventions of a masculine literary model
would be the emotional code of the ‘udhri-poets®” Jamil ibn Ma‘mar (d. 85/701)
and Kuthayyir ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman (d. 107/723), versus the hyper-masculine
heroic or chivalric code of the epic poetic genre, al-hamasah (‘bravery; valour”).5%
Moreover, when speaking of these two conventions, it must be noted that one code
does not have to exclude the other, since both (the de-emphasis and emphasis of
emotionality) can exist within one literary model of masculinity.

An archetypal example of such a protean literary model of masculinity would
be the chivalric poetry of the pre-Islamic poet ‘Antarah ibn Shaddad (d. 608).
Besides depicting his skills and courageous nature in the battlefield (wa-I-khaylu
ta ‘lamu wa-I-fawarisu annani shaykhu [-huriibi wa-kahluha wa-fataha ‘the horses
and the horsemen know that I am the elder of war, its middle-aged, and its
youngster’), ‘Antarah also accounts for the emotional dimension of the male
experience:

laload J40 e s s 15 o880 Mgl ala 8 (e
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39 “Udhri poetry is an elegiac amatory genre that emerged during the Umayyad period amongst

the poets of the “Udhrah tribe that inhabited the northern part of the Hijaz. See Bearman et
al. (2012: keyword: “‘udh7”).

60 Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “hamasa”).

01 ql-Diwan, online database, keyword: “‘ Antarah ibn Shaddad”; “qif bi-d-diyari wa-sih ila
baydah.”
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‘Ablah, my heart is distracted by your remembrance,
[this endless remembrance] is as debts of mine that are never settled
‘Ablah, if you cry over me vehemently,

O’ how long have the men cried over their women

Now, returning to the correspondences of al-Siist, when viewing the features of
emotions and expressivity in the light of the context in which they appear, they are
at once an affirmation of literary models of male performance and self-making and
a combined force for a subversive cause. Male emotions and expressivity are, in
this respect, implicitly a self-rewarding of independence that disconnects the
subjects from the colonial and (re)connects them to what is deemed indigenous in
literature and culture. Thus, in a colonial setting, male homosociality, in the sense
of non-sexual or non-romantic same-sex relationships between men, appears to
carry within it the potential, and probably even the ambition, to challenge and
subvert that colonial setting.

The male expressivity and the social bonding within which it often emanates
are not only subversive vis-a-vis a colonial establishment and their native allies,
but a religious establishment too. The Salafists’ defiant and iconoclastic approach
to institutionalized religion, mainly the religion of the zawiyyah (the Sufi lodge),
may also be tied to this subversive and political potential of homosociality and its
expressions. Although al-StisT arguably never denounced Sufism, when “purified”
from the criticized practices or beliefs, he did adopt the Salafist creed when he
encountered the nationalist movement in the larger cities of Fez, Marrakech, and
Rabat.%

As has been indicated earlier, we find what almost appears as a rejection, or at
the very least a diminishing, of kinsfolk — including fellow (Illighite) landsmen —
in favor of the homosocial bonds and friendships between non-kinsfolk that unite
men, in this case, in mind and spirit, with the exception of his cousin Ibn Ahmad,
who more than once fails al-STGsT in terms of reciprocity in the epistolary
engagement. In a letter sent to his friend Ahmad al-Manjrah,®® al-SsT praises his
loyal and pure friendship towards an exiled friend, a friendship that has been tested
and proven by the trial of time. As al-SUsT asserts, al-Manjrah demonstrates his
loyalty through both his heart and his pen; that is, reciprocal letter writing (y@ man

602 al-Zirkili (2002, vol. 7: 92) and El-Adnani (2007: 43).
€03 al-Sast (2015, pt. 3: 116-125)
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wafa bi-qalbihi wa-bi-yara ih [ “you, who have been loyal through the heart and
the pen!’]).6%4

However, al-Siis1 is often at variance with his perception of kin- and non-kin
and home and outside-of-home. al-SGsT’s sometimes extreme declarations in favor
of the latter categories are perhaps best understood as hyperboles of literary and
poetic language. Alternatively, or jointly, it could be yet another symptom of the
naturally fragmented and incoherent self that is found in the autobiographical
subject, %%

does also have its advantages.

since being in exile in his hometown Illigh, as will be shown below,

Indeed, al-StisT mentions what a stranger he is in Illigh, where people ask
questions about him and look at him as an urban man (due to his urban appearance
and dress). al-StisT writes that he lives in a kind of isolation and solitude that would
be more fitting for a Sufi who has not yet absorbed the social and fraternal spirit,
that is, someone who would commit himself to khalwah (spiritual retreat)®*® and
the adventures of purifying his soul and searching for blemishes in his heart.®”” In
fact, the impact of his exilic environment — albeit being “home” — on his person is
such that he has become the opposite of the cheery and outgoing person that he
used to be. This is exemplified by the image of the lonely writer and the following
quoted verses that are attributed to the linguist Ibn Faris al-Razi (d. 395/1004):6%8
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604 al-Siist (2015, pt. 3: 117).

05 Smith and Watson (2010: 21-61).

06 Khalwah is a technical term within Sufi or mystic practice that refers to the act of spiritual
seclusion or retirement, the “isolation in a solitary place or cell” that includes spiritual
exercises and disciplining. See Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “khalwa”).

07 al-Sist (2015, pt. 3: 118).

%8 The quoted verses and their attribution to Ibn Faris al-Razi can be found in Wafayat
al-a ‘yan by Ibn Khallikan (d. 681/1282) (1838: 51).
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[...] the situation drove me until the gloom and solitude got the better of me. My
notebook is in my lap, the inkwell is on my right, and the pen is moving between
my fingers, from sunrise to sunset. After that, the cycle begins [all over again] in
front of the lantern. If only I had a cat, then the words of one of the litterateurs
before me would have been true [for me as well]:

“How are you, ” they asked me. “Fine,” I said

“A need is fulfilled while another one slips away
When worries constrict the heart, I say:

Perhaps, one day, they will be dispelled
My cat is my nightly converser, and my soul’s companion

are my notebooks, and the lantern is my beloved”

al-SsT goes on to say that all days and months appear to be the same to him; he
only senses the change of seasons when summer turns into winter. Further building
on the monotony of life away from the city and like-minded friends, he writes that
there is no pleasure or excitement to be found in anything in his current state. Not
even the Eid holidays bring him any excitement anymore, since during them, he is
only able to see his wife, his son ‘Abd Allah, the children of his siblings, and the
devotees of the Sufi lodge (zawiyah).*'°

Nevertheless, the ambivalence of exile soon kicks in and al-Suist is bound to
emphasize that life is not always doom and gloom. For he sometimes finds solace
in writing verse, rhymed prose, or simple prose, and, at other times, in reviewing
and correcting the biographical writings on savants of the region authored before
him. He alternates between these activities as in the descriptive simile that he

presents in the same letter:
8 Adlaadl) Lol dsslall o) ) dalad) e V) Ganal o sl i
o Lo 4 el Ul La 3 S0 s etV s dapladall 5 7 5 )01 (e 2ald s isall
611 glaall o2a (& (ulil) el sl 21)

609 a]-Siist (2015, pt. 3: 118-119). Bold in original.
610 41-Sgst (2015, pt. 3: 119).
611 al-SisT (2015, pt. 3: 119).
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[Like] the roaming of the one that strolls between the pots of colorful, fragrant
flowers that are placed throughout the parks. [Here,] I find, in the form of relief,
quietude of mind, joy, and rapture by that which I succeed in; that which makes
me feel that I am the happiest person in the world.

Another source of joy and comfort appears to be al-Siis1’s wife, Umm “Abd Allah.
On al-Manjrah praying for their happy married life, al-StisT writes reassuringly to
his friend:
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I ask God to increase her pride over me and her care for me. Your prayer has been
answered, so do not ask about what the ardor of love, caused by the huntress of
hearts, has done with your brother:

Be proud in your coquetry, since Love has given you the right to be

And take the power to command, since Beauty [itself] has made you governor
[over me]

Whenever her glances linger in the corner of the eye, one sigh follows another:
You become more beautiful,

the more you look at your beloved’s face

With regard to the first inserted verse, al-SiisT borrows and somewhat alters a line
of poetry by the poet and Sufi ‘Umar ibn ‘Al1 ibn al-Farid (d. 632/1235) that
originally read:

613(Slac | 28 (pualld oSaty 1IN Jal culd YYa a3

612 al-Siist (2015, pt. 3: 124). Bold in original.
613 Nasir al-Din (2019: 152, verse 1).
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Be proud in your coquetry, for that is your right to be

And take the power to command, since Beauty has given you leave

There seems to be a desire to transfer the original Sufi meaning of Ibn al-Farid’s
verse to one more fitting for the theme of marital love. At first glance, these lines
of poetry may be quite difficult to wrap one’s head around due to their
metaphorical potency, which is perhaps also true for the second inserted verse
(“vaziduka wajhuhu husnan...” [*You become more beautiful...’]), which has
variously been attributed to the two Abbasid poets Abii Nuwas al-Hasan
al-Hakami (d. ca. 199/814) and ‘Abd al-Samad al-Mu‘adhdhil (d. ca. 240/853).614

An interpretation of Ibn al-Farid’s verse, presented in the critical edition of
Mahdi Muhammad Nasir al-Din,®'> explains that the poet addresses the true
beloved (i.e. God). In this interpretation, tayh (here, takabbur, ‘pride; loftiness’) —
as in the above imperative “tih” (‘be proud’) — is a metonym (kinayah) for the
lover’s contentment (rida) and the imperative “tahakkam” (‘command’) is
similarly a metonym for creatures’ submission to the Creator. However,
considering the wording and imagery of the entire poem, I would argue that the
addressee is more likely not God, but rather the Prophet Muhammad. This view is
shared by the orientalist Arthur John Arberry (d. 1969) who acknowledges the
poem as “a hymn to the Spirit of Muhammad.”®!®

Be that as it may, the underlying, non-literal mystic meaning of the original
verse does not seem to apply to al-StisT’s rendition of it, since the poet appears to
address neither God nor the Prophet. The beloved’s right of having tayh (‘pride”)
and sovereignty, or governance, over the lover is conditionally bestowed on her by
love (al-hubb) and beauty (al-husn) themselves.

By incorporating the poetry of his predecessors, al-StisT demonstrates his own
knowledge of the poetic tradition. The seemingly spontaneous manner in which he
transits to poetry — without attribution to the verses’ originators — only seems to
accentuate that knowledge. This literary move is reminiscent of the
well-established rhetorical device, tadmin (‘inclusion; quotation’).®!'” However, the
altered verse by Ibn al-Farid may rather be a case of sarigah (‘plagiarism’) of the
ikhtira“ (‘invention’) kind, where the poet makes purposeful changes to the

6
6
6
6

4 al-DasiiqT (2007: 447).

5 Nasir al-Din (2019: 152, fn. 1).

¢ Arberry (1956: 70).

7 Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “tadmin”).
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borrowed verse.®'® In this case, al-StisT changed the wordings of the original verse
in order for it to be placed within a new context, as argued above.

In the introductory words of al-Siist to the verse (“fa-la tasal ‘amma fa ‘alat’hu
lawa ij al-hawa bi-akhik [...]” — ‘so do not ask about what the ardor of love has
done with your brother [...]"), and through the verse itself, the letter writer is
curiously admitting a lack of agency and a vertical positioning in terms of romantic
love. As a male subject, he is overruled by his beloved — and rightly so. When the
poet says that looking at the beloved’s face beautifies the beholder, the statement
may be interpreted as the beauty of the beloved begins to reflect itself in the one
doing the action of looking and who — the more they look — becomes like a mirror
of their beloved.

The face of the object of one’s love or admiration is a recurring image in the
Arabic poetic tradition throughout time. It is therefore perhaps not a surprise that
al-StsT would utilize this convention and, in a way, directly allude to it by quoting
a verse attributed to Abii Nuwas. In his key work of adab, al-‘Iqd al-farid (‘The
Unique Necklace’), the Andalusian writer and poet Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih (d. 328/940)
makes an interesting distinction between al-jamilah and al-malthah, which both in
essence refers to a beautiful woman. Whereas the former (al-jamilah) catches the
eye of the admirer from afar, but whose beauty and grace decreases with proximity,
the latter (al-malthah) only increases in beauty and grace the closer and the more
one looks, that is, with proximity.®!°

Other than demonstrating a conversance with older literature, the strong
feelings of romantic or marital love and intimacy that al-StisT seems to want to
convey appear to be convenient for and facilitated by his exilic state, which is
indeed closely tied to the domestic and to his own development as a writer in
different genres or literary modes, as illustrated above.

7.1.5 Concluding Segment One: al-Illighiyyat

This first segment of the analysis placed Muhammad al-Mukhtar al-Sast’s
correspondences with his cousin Ibn Ahmad, his friend Ahmad al-Manjrah, and
his former teacher Shaykh al-Ifrani at its center, investigating the letters’ literary
and narrative themes and properties.

Several examples of thematic and creative recycling and appropriations of both
pre-modern and modern literature from the Eastern (Arabic) and Western

618 Bearman et al. (2012: “sarika™).
1 Tbn ‘Abd Rabbih (1983, Vol. 7: 126)
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(European) literary traditions were identified. The analysis further discussed these
features of intertextuality and situated them in relation to the epistolary
“I”’-character, the discursive world of male experience(s), and the homosocial
relationships between men that are constructed and maintained in that discursive
world.

The elements of thematic and creative recycling and appropriations that
accentuate the literariness of the letter texts may be summarized as follows:

e ‘The setting, the action, the writer, and the writing’ components of diary
fiction (Western/European).

e Dialogs/direct discourses (mimesis) and stylization of speech.

e Prosimetrum; thematic and narrative functions of poetry.

e Themes and images from pre-modern (classical) Arabic literature
(including pre-Islamic poetry).

e Phraseology and lexicon in general (archaic/classical literary style and
prevalence of rhetorical figures).

Moreover, the emotional and psychological reality of male experiences that
repeatedly manifest themselves in the literary delivery of the letters challenges
ahistorical, singular, and racialized generalizations of masculinity in these
epistolary contexts. The analysis also discussed how al-SiisT’s correspondence
shows that male emotions and expressivity may carry within them a subversive
and political potential in literature and culture. This, in turn, would confute the
notion that male emotions and expressivity are signs of passivity or quietism and
further highlight the ethical dimension of the letter texts.

For al-Stsf, it seems that male emotions, expressivity, and homosociality can
act as a self-rewarding of independence that disconnects the subject from the
colonial and (re)connects the subject to what is deemed indigenous in literature
and culture.

Thus, I would argue that the letters sampled from al-Illighiyyat do indeed carry
within them a literary genius that can be explained by using intertextual tools that
reveal a prevalence of thematic and creative recycling and appropriation of literary
traditions and conventions. Therefore, the letters not only carry within them a
documentary and biographical value, but also a literary and aesthetic one that is
informed by more than one tradition.
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7.2 Segment Two: Rasa il al-Shabbri (‘al-Shabb1’s
Letters’)

This segment continues the analytical focus on epistolary characters and the male
letter writers’ formations of discursive worlds in private letters. However, the
correspondences found in al-Hulaywi’s Rasa’il al-Shabbi call for somewhat
different analytical perspectives than the letters analyzed in the first segment, given
these letters’ own thematics and particularities. This time, the narrative discourse
mediates stories pertaining to the characters’ dynamics and personages (§ 7.2.1
and § 7.2.2), mental health (§ 7.2.3), and physical illness (§ 7.2.5), and these
storylines, in turn, generate the thematic structure and focus of the analysis. The
analysis maintains the theoretical concept of diverse and dynamic masculinities
and male homosociality and, similarly to “Segment One” (§ 7.1), places its
findings in relation to the discursive world of male experience(s) and the
homosocial relationships that are entertained therein (§ 7.2.7).

7.2.1 Characters’ Dynamics: Mythicizing Discourses

The homosocial, friendship-based relationships that are entertained in Rasa il
al-Shabbt are characterized by a dynamics of both relational symmetries and
asymmetries between the parties involved (al-Shabbi, al-Hulaywi, and
al-Bashriish). Such dynamics are reflected in an ebb and flow of criticism,
reproach, admiration, advice, humility, and self-abasement. It is such characters’
dynamics and their textual representation that the current section (§ 7.2.1) and the
section (§ 7.2.2) that follows identify and discuss.

An eye-catching part of the characters’ dynamics is the recurrences of a
discourse that promotes a mythicization of al-Shabbi1 by using a mythological or
religious storyline. While “myth” is not an arbitrary choice of word, I recognize
that it can be ambigious and deserves some clarification about its usage within the
context of this study. Rather than providing an account of the many different
ancient and modern approaches to and understandings of “myth,” I will explain
how the term is most relevantly used and understood in relation to our current letter
texts. Here, myth is inclusively defined as “specific culturally charged symbols,
images or tales,”%%° that:

620 des Bouvrie (2002: 58).
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may take on many different forms and functions — as associated with gods and
rituals, as affirmations or charters of lands, titles, institutions and beliefs, as
explanations at various levels and as problem-exploring and problem-palliating
in various ways, and as providing different kinds of mental and emotional relief
and support.5!

Therefore, “mythicizing” or “mythicization” is here understood as the discursive
or narrative process of enveloping, incorporating, or turning something or someone
into myth, or treating something or someone as myth by means of language.5*?

Out of the three letter writers, al-HulaywT is undeniably the correspondent who
is most keen to adopt a mythicizing discourse about al-Shabbi. In the following
excerpt from a letter sent from Béni Khalled in February 1933, al-Hulayw1 vouches
for al-Shabbi using wordings that pertain to an already known confessional
language, namely, the religious language of the Islamic tradition.

3l A Jsm ol b al Wil gy (a¥) 2aal) A8 jal Uy s Lae ) -
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I am the first to believe [@mana] in your message [risalatika]; rather, I am the
one who in you — ever since the dawn of The Poetic Imagination [al-Khayal
al-shi ri] — have seen a brave leader for the literary reformist movement in
Tunisia. Since, in you, I see the Messenger [a/l-rasil] who was sent to convey the
Message of Literature [risalat al-adab].

Here, the word risala is not employed in the sense of ‘letter’ or ‘missive,’ but rather
in its Quranic and Hadithic sense of ‘message,’ as in:
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921 Dundes (1984: 58).

22 This understanding carries resemblences to Roland Barthes’ definition of myth as a process
(of coded language or communication), whereby practically anything can be turned into
myth, mainly through pre-existing materials in the form of symbols and icons. See
Buchanan (2018: keyword: “myth”).

23 al-Hulaywi (1966: 103).

24 al-A‘raf (The Elevations) 7:79, via www.koranensbudskap.se.
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And he [i.e., Salih] turned away from them, and said, “O my people, I had
certainly conveyed to you the message of my Lord [risalat rabbi], and advised
you, but you do not like advisors.®*

However, in the case of our text, it is not the divine message [of the Lord] that
al-Shabbi is destined to convey, but instead, the Message of Literature. In the same
figurative sense, al-Hulayw1 uses the word rasi/ in the meaning of ‘messenger’ or
‘apostle’ as an epithet for al-Shabbi. This usage of the word rasi/ may be a way of
praising his friend and promoting his distinguishable role within the literary scene,
whether regionally or globally (which of these is the case is not clear). Moreover,
in an earlier letter from 26 March 1930, one also finds that al-Hulaywt asserts that
his friend is “an unknown prophet [nabi” majhiil]” amongst his people.2 What
further argues for the confessional spirit of the passage is the use of the verb amana
in relation to al-Shabb1’s message (ana alladhi awwal man amana bi-risalatik, ‘1
am the first to believe in your message’). Here, the verb amana is clearly used in
the sense of ‘[a firm] believing [with the heart], %’
sense of the word.

rather than any possible secular

Within the cultural context of the letter writers, one may naturally wonder
whether the adoption of such religious language verges on the blasphemous. On

3,628

another occasion in December 193 al-Hulayw1 seeks the opinion of al-Shabb1

concerning the translation of a verse of a poem that for some parts of society would
be blasphemous (Arabic title by al-Hulaywt: Thawrat al-‘aql), by the French
Romantic author Alfred de Vigny (d. 1863). In his letter of response, al-Shabbi
gives him the following legitimizing response:
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25 English translation by Saheeh International (2004 [1997]: 144). First bracket by translator,
the second bracket and bold by me. See The Qur 'an: English Meanings.

626 al-Hulaywi (1966: 49).

27 See Lane (1864: keyword: ”a-m-n”).

628 al-Hulaywi (1966: 129). The letter was sent from Béni Khalled and is dated “13 December
1933.”

2 Sic.

630 Sic.

1 Sic.
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If you wanted me to cite to you all of my verses that like this verse of yours use
likening to god and deities, they would indeed be many and my pen would take
me outside of its objective. Nevertheless, you will see it in the diwan [collection
of poems] — God willing. Truly, my faith in God is more profound than anyone
else’s faith when I express [myself] with these, according to those people [the
conservatives], blasphemous expressions. Divinity — and what is derived from it
— is a symbol of the ideals that we incline towards with our souls and fix our eyes
on during this life. Therefore, if we want to express a notion in which we feel the
sublimity and loftiness of the ideal,%** our way is nothing but to clothe it in the
garment of the divine, which is what the human conceives of the beauty and
splendor of the ideal. These are utterances that those people perhaps would not
understand [...]

Thus, for al-Shabbi, there appears to exist a poetic license that allows writers to
express themselves freely and intuitively, even if the expressions on the surface
level could be interpreted as blasphemous (kdfirah). Furthermore, he urges
al-Hulayw1 to create and convey art with a sincerity that does not take into
consideration the “inspecting crowds” (afwdj al-nazarah), which appears to be the
mindset of the self-actualized and honest artist.**

In an earlier passage in the same letter, al-Shabb1 prompts al-Hulaywi to be
faithful to the truth, art, and history, and accordingly, transparently and fearlessly
write about de Vigny as “God has created him, and Who alone will hold him
accountable and damn him, not as those human vermin that Tunisia has been

932 al-Hulaywi (1966: 131). The letter was sent from Tozeur and is dated “19/12/33.”

33 Here, and later, al-Shabbi uses the wording “al-mathal al-a ‘ld.” While the first appearance
of “muthul [plural of mathal] al- ‘ulyd” is clearly used in sense of ‘ideals,’ it should be noted
that, in the latter two instances, al-Shabbi probably plays on the two meanings of the phrase
“al-mathal al-a 1a”: ‘ideal’ and ‘the highest or loftiest description [of God].’ In the case of
the latter sense of the phrase, the English translation would be: “[...] a notion in which we
feel the sublimity of the highest description [of God] and its loftiness, our way is nothing
but to clothe it in the garment of the divine, which is what the human conceives of the
beauty and splendor of [the highest description].”

034 al-Hulaywi (1966: 131).
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afflicted with would like [us to], taking them into consideration in every matter
[...].76%%

al-HulaywT’s muythicizing discourse around al-Shabbi clearly portrays an
asymmetrical aspect of their intimate friendship. As a part of his friend’s
idolization and ardent admiration, al-Shabbi is consequently elevated to a savior
and leader status. Yet, al-Hulaywl proclaiming to be the first believer in the
[literary or poetic] Message of al-Shabbi also speaks of a philosophical and
ideological affinity between the two parties.

Upon al-Shabb1’s insistent requests that al-Hulaywi should write the
introduction to his diwan (collection of poems), al-Hulaywt declines the offer and
explains why. In his explanation, al-Hulayw1 plays with his wording, which further
creates parallels to a religious discourse about revelation. In this instance, it is not
divine revelation that descends to human life, but al-Shabbi’s collection of poems.
If one continues to build on the imagery of revelation, one may say, and al-Hulaywi
did, that like revelation, al-Shabb1’s diwan ought first to be received by the people
in its pure, untouched form:
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As for the introduction to the diwan, for 1 will not write it, because I detest
introductions and I would hate such a thing for you. It is better for the diwan to

descend down to life unarmed and simple, unfenced by comments,

interpretations, and criticism in the manner of Abti Shadi.%*’

However, this kind of ardent admiration with its intense language is often met and
countered with humility and self-abasement. It is also worth noting that the
admiration seems to be mutual between the two parties, although perhaps less
hyperbolic in its wording on al-Shabbi’s part. Dodging praise and a general
tendency to resort to self-abasement when talking about oneself, and about one’s
artistic ability and production in particular, reoccurs in all three correspondences

35 al-Hulaywi (1966: 130).

36 al-Hulaywi (1966: 155). The letter was sent from Korba (Qurbah) and is dated 28 June
1934.

7 The Egyptian journalist and poet Ahmad Zaki Abt Shadi (d. 1374/1955), who founded the
journal Apollo.
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and is a discursive phenomenon that rearranges the asymmetries established or
introduced by the other party.

Regarding the idea that al-Shabbi would have a message (visalah) to convey
during his lifetime, al-Shabbi responds to al-Hulaywi with an immediate
degradation of both the idea itself and himself. It is worth noting that al-Shabb1’s
self-abasement takes place directly after he laments his own possible death before
having conveyed his message (of life) (risalat al-dunya), as if instantly alerting
himself to a kind of hubris:
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Message! What kind of silliness and madness is this? The word [i.e. “message”]
weighs heavy in my mouth as it utters it and on my pen as it writes it down on
this sheet of paper. Who am I to entertain such a hope or be elected for such a
cause? | am nothing but a thwarted coincidence that wanders about in the abyss
of time and that will become scattered [pieces] in the palms of the dark winds,
either today or tomorrow.

7.2.2 Characters’ Dynamics: Criticism and Censure between
Friends

An important aspect of the characters’ dynamics is criticism and reproach
(censure) and it is worthy of its own heading because of the palpable and
potentially dismantling effects it may have on the symmetries and asymmetries
that exist in interpersonal relationships.

Criticism (naqd) and reproach ( ‘itab) are traditional themes within the Arabic
epistolographic tradition®*® and they are definitely an integral part of the friendship
between our three Tunisian letter writers. However, the fact that this aspect of their
friendship ought to be on equal terms is not always taken for granted or even
desirable. In a letter written in January 1930, al-Hulayw1 confesses that he is afraid
to share any critical comment about al-Shabb1’s literary critical essay, al-Khayal

638 al-Hulaywi (1966: 99). The letter was sent from Tozeur and is dated “26/10
[shawwal]/1351” (22 February 1933).

9 For a pre-modern example, see point 4 in the outline of al-KalaT’s formulary in
“Pre-Modern Forms” (§ 3.1).
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al-shi rt (‘The Poetic Imagination’) (1933), in fear of creating animosity between
them:
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If you only knew — my brother — how torn I was about this matter of criticism
[rnagd], you would forgive the delay and negligence of its fulfillment as of yet. I
have been very solicitous, respecting your friendship and tenaciously holding
onto it, like the miser holds on to his wealth. I was afraid that a word or an opinion
from me would sow the seed of misunderstanding between us, and that is because
the devil of criticism often creates discord between loved ones.

The above excerpt reveals yet another asymmetrical aspect to al-Hulaywi and
al-Shabb1’s friendship, although, as it appears in the letter text, this asymmetry is
not upheld and entertained by the party with the upper hand, al-Shabbi, but by
al-Hulayw1, who seems to enable a kind of subservience to his friend. Thus, the
asymmetry that is voiced in al-Hulayw1’s letter is most clearly exemplified in his
almost compulsive wish to stay an ardent admirer of his friend in fear of the
repercussions of candor or authenticity. al-HulaywT explicitly asks to remain an
admirer distant from the general (critical) readership and a partner (sharik) in all
of al-Shabbi’s views,**! which can be understood as an emotional or behavioral
means to desist or refrain from criticism.

Interestingly, in a letter written in Nefta by al-Bashriish to al-Hulayw1, dated
“7 December 1933,” al-Bashriish also seems to hint at the persuasive and stubborn
features of al-Shabb1’s character and his own subservience in a matter of differing
desires. The issue at hand, which remains unclear in the text, concerns al-Shabbi,
who had discarded al-Bashriish’s wishes and acted at his own discretion.
al-Bashriish admits to al-Hulaywi his weakness before al-Shabbi’s strong,
stubborn nature; a weakness that almost seems inevitable: “[...] I cannot but
weaken before him and I have indeed been weak...” (“[...] @ astati ‘u ma ‘ahu

ghayr al-du f wa-qad kuntu da ‘ifan...”).*%

640 al-Hulaywi (1966: 41).
641 al-Hulaywi (1966: 41).
%42 al-Hulaywi (1966: 178).
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Here, one might not want to rule out the possibility of a co-enabling process of
creating asymmetries within the epistolary context of their friendship.
Nonetheless, al-Shabb1 does confront al-Hulayw1’s unwillingness to provide him
with constructive criticism in a letter of response:
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I do not believe that friendship only goes as far as that in terms of preventing
commotions of minds, since friendship is nothing but a kind of freedom of the
soul, a wakefulness of thought and attentiveness of feelings. If it were to be
paralyzed by the exercise of reason and fettered by the strong arms of great talents
and minds, it would not be friendship, and no heart would award it with anything
from its compassion and affection.

In fact, al-Shabbi urges al-Hulaywt to criticize him as long as he sees that he speaks
from “the sacred inspiration of Truth” (wahyi al-haqigah)*** and he assures
al-Hulayw1 that he will do the same. However, such criticism ought to be delivered
in such a manner that it does hurt the other party’s feelings, attack their sentiments,
or harm the affection that exists between them as friends.**

As in other instances, it appears that the honest and free — or, in this case,
semi-free — expression of the individual and their inspired, subjective truths takes
precedence over any charade of enthusiastic adoration or agreement in order to
wage peace and avoid turbulence. At least, such is the case for al-Shabbi.

al-Shabb1’s approach to criticism within a friendship appears to differ from that
of al-Hulayw1, for whom criticism seems to be a potential threat to the affection
that exists between them. From the above passages, one may gather that the very
conscious measures that are taken by al-HulaywT in order to stay within the role of
the keen admirer and avoid any rift between the two is a behavior neither condoned
nor reciprocated by al-Shabbi.®*¢ Ironically, al-Hulayw1’s unambiguous request to

43 al-Hulaywi (1966: 44).

044 al-Hulaywi (1966: 44).

45 al-Hulaywi (1966: 44).

646 al-Shabbi reminds al-Hulaywi about his positive stance on friendship and criticism in a later
letter, dated “19 December 1932.” See al-Hulaywi (1966: 81).
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al-Shabbi to let him entertain this dynamic between them indicates a withholding
of thoughts and opinions and a repression of their articulation.

Moreover, in contrast to al-HulaywT’s position concerning criticism, al-Shabb1
plans to go public with a critique®’ of al-HulaywT’s article al-Shi‘r fi Tinis®*®
(‘Poetry in Tunisia’) and he provides his friend with his excuses for doing do.
While al-Shabbi makes sure to relate that he took the time needed to give thought
to the matter before making the decision, the acknowledgement of his own critique
of al-Hulayw1’s work and — on top of that — his choice to make it available to a
larger public is indicative of al-Shabbl’s seemingly relaxed attitude toward
criticism.
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Then, I wrote the critique after a violent battle with myself and it can be
summated in three points:

1. Your restriction of the poet’s function to the depiction of his own time
and place.

650

2. Your presentation of Bashshar®* as a poet of philosophy and theology.

3. Your assumption that fame is a measurement of the greatness of the
litterateur.

Furthermore, what drove me to share this critique with the public readership is:

%47 al-Shabbi’s critique of al-Hulayw1’s article was published in the paper al-Zaman, October

1932.
48 The article was published in al- ‘Alam al-adabi, 15 August 1932.
49 al-Hulaywi (1966: 85).
950" The Abbasid poet Bashshar ibn Burd (d. 783/168).
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1. What people normally understand, that criticism and enmity are two
words for the same thing.

2. Your silence throughout the past year and your withdrawal from
literature and writing.

In these regards, the letter writers act on the two different ends of the polarities that
exist in letter writing, according to Altman, which further illustrates the paradoxes
that surround them.®! While, al-Shabbi abides on the side of “the bridge” (distance
breaking) and confiance (trust), we find al-Hulayw1 on the opposite sides, namely
with “the barrier” (distance making) and coquetterie (concern with appearance or
conceit), in the sense of al-HulaywT concealing his own genuine opinions and
thoughts from al-Shabbi by putting up an ingenious front or showing off [his ardent
affection]. Here, it may be useful to recall the conceptual outline of Altman that,
“[i]f the winning and losing of confiance [trust] constitute part of the narrative
content, the related oppositions confiance / coquetterie (or candor / dissimulation)
and amitié / amour [friendship/love] represent the two primary types of epistolary
style and relationship.”®? 1 would also argue that the opposition
confiancelcoquetterie (trust/conceit)®> is related to, or intertwined with, the
“bridge/barrier” opposition. However, how these oppositions are interrelated in the
mind of the letter writer is arguably subjective.

Thus, while al-Hulaywi may regard conceit as a narrative measure that
communicates and enforces proximity (i.e. distance breaking), al-Shabbi appears
to hold the opposing view that trust, of which candor is a logical consequence —
including responsibly conveyed criticism — equals proximity, in contrast to conceit,
which communicates and enforces distance and superficiality. With regard to the
latter sense of trust as a narrative measure to create proximity between the parties
involved, it uncovers the potential power of epistolary friendships as “a sign of
both advanced friendships and an instrument of spiritual conversation.”®>* That is,
the critical space, within the context of an epistolary friendship, may act as a venue
for personal and spiritual growth.%® Considering al-Shabb1’s disapproval of a

651 Altman (1982: 186-188). See also § 5.1.

62 Altman (1982: 186).

3 To reiterate, | disagree with Altman’s translation of confiance as ‘candor’; however, it may
understood as ‘trust [, of which candor is a logical consequence],” which is more plausible. I
also have some contentions with translating coquetterie as ‘dissimulation’ without any
further explanation. In this context, I understand coquetterie as a concern with appearance
or, more likely, conceit, in the sense of ingenious expression.

% Murphy (2019, 51:35-51:43).

955 Murphy (2019, 52:56).



7. THE ANALYSIS *

friendship that becomes “paralyzed by the exercise of reason and fettered by the
strong arms of great talents and minds,” it appears that the presence of a critical
space within an epistolary friendship is essential, and, indeed, what makes such an
enterprise meaningful and desirable.

The persuasiveness, and sometimes the upper hand, of al-Shabbi as a (mutual)
friend of al-Hulaywi and al-Bashriish may be further illustrated by an incident that
threatened the friendship between al-Shabbi and al-Hulaywi. When al-Shabbi,
unnoticed, left the capital for Tozeur sometime during October or November in the
year 1930, the correspondence between him and al-Hulaywl was negatively
affected and issues of reciprocity and adequate engagement began to arise. The
tensions between the two friends seem to last up until 10 April 1932, a period of
their correspondence that is marked by one year (1931) of disengagement in which
only one letter is sent by each party. After al-Shabbi broke the silence in October
1931, al-Hulaywt asked al-Shabbi to accept his apology and explained his silence
in a response letter dated “4 November 1931.” Yet, al-Shabb1 first replied to
al-HulaywT’s letter on 10 April 1932, he answered with a fiery letter, in which the
news of al-Hulaywi’s “suicide” (i.e. abandoning literature), as he puts it,
aggravates him and he goes as far as to threaten to cut ties with al-Hulaywt if he
does not change his mind. The news of al-HulaywT’s definite withdrawal from
literature was brought up during a conversation that al-Shabbi had with
al-Bashriish in his absence, which al-Shabbi relates primarily in the form of a
reported speech that, in turn, gives the dialog a mimetic illusion:
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I asked him [al-Bashriish] about you. I asked him a lot. Among the things he told
me about you was that you are angry and displeased with The Literary World

6% Sic.
957 al-Hulaywi (1966: 63). Bold in original.
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[al- ‘Alam al-adabi], and 1 share your disapproval of it. Thus, I said to him: “Is
that the reason behind his withdrawal from writing?” “I am afraid...,” he said.
“What? Tell me,” I said. “I noticed a tepidness in our brother in literature and
when conversing and I felt as if he had made up his mind about his renunciation
of it. I am afraid that the love for the material has taken the place of literary
fondness in the heart of our friend.” I felt as though I had been struck by an arrow
of fire, and said: “What? Is he committing suicide? No, that is impossible!” “Yes,
yes, he is committing suicide...Say it and fear not,” he said as he fought the
bitterness that his heart was overwhelmed with.

The conversation between al-Shabbi and al-Bashriish is interesting in its
narratological arrangement. Similar to the dialogs in the form of reported speech
utilized in al-STsT’s correspondence, the above excerpt illustrates the usage of a
deliberately stylized direct discourse by means of a standardized and classical form
of Arabic, [al-lughah al- ‘arabiyyah] al- fushd. Again, the stylized language is used
to translate a more feasible, and realistic, vernacular or mixed variety (vernacular
and standardized) of Arabic. Moreover, adding to the fictionalizing effect,
al-Shabbi takes on an internal focalization by the end of his retelling of the
conversation that took place between him and al-Bashrtsh, that is, al-Shabbi
displays an insight into al-Bashriish’s internal reality as he speaks about the subject
matter (wa-huwa yughalibu al-mararah allati fada bi-ha qalbuh “as he fought the
bitterness that his heart was overwhelmed with”).

al-Shabbi then proceeds to his ultimatum. He begins by imploring al-Hulayw1
not to commit “suicide,” that is, to abandon the “ailing Tunisian literature”
(al-adab al-tiunist al-marid) that is in dire need of the likes of him. al-Shabbi then
concludes with a threat that he will reluctantly cut ties with al-Hulaywi if he does,
an action that is likened to putting their friendship in the grave for good.
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From today, [if you abandon literature,] you will forget that you have a friend
that was banished to the borders of the desert by the misfortunes of life. Certainly,

my friend, we must then bury that friendship in a deep grave, and we will not bid
it farewell with neither a tear nor a poem.

38 al-Hulaywi (1966: 63).
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al-Shabb1 continues to overtly convey his intense emotional reaction to the news
delivered by al-Bashriish about al-HulaywT until the very end of the letter.

On 13 April 1932, al-Hulaywi replies to al-Shabbi with a letter in which he
defends and explains his choice, or lack thereof. Within this dynamic, their mutual
friend al-Bashriish is brought into the picture again and becomes a subject of
criticism and accusation. The criticism and accusation of al-Bashriish may be
boiled down to personal motivation and superficiality. In his defense, al-Hulaywl
questions the degree of intimacy and affinity between himself and al-Bashriish and
presents us with a friendship lacking in any reflective depth. For this cause,
al-Hulayw1 quotes a verse of poetry by the Abbasid poet Bashshar ibn Burd (d.
783/168) that speaks of the difficulties of finding a friend who is devoid of any
shortcomings or wrongdoings, and hence, why one must accept what one gets lest
one proceed alone without any friend at all. Furthermore, al-Hulayw1 accuses
al-Bashriish of being an opportunist in the sense that he, in order to take revenge
on al-Hulayw1, exaggerated and laid it on thick regarding his choice to abandon
literature. %%

Given the portrayed lack of intimacy and affinity between the two, al-Hulayw1
does not think that it is surprising that he appeared as a “materialistic man” (rajul
madr) in his last encounter with al-Bashriish. Although, for al-Hulaywi, the “love
for the life of literature exceeds any other love” (“wa-hubb li-hayat al-adab yafiiqu
kull hubb”),**® such an intimate or personal truth cannot readily be shared in a
friendship of their kind. In defense of his tepidness in conversing with their mutual
friend, al-Hulayw1 expounds:
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% al-Hulaywi (1966: 66).
660 al-Hulaywi (1966: 66).
%! Sic.
%2 Sic.

>N

187



188

* BROTHERLY LETTERS

c._\‘).ﬁﬁeliﬁi 13y )uu.djaemasm@\”mw;;ymsmmé;
663« sal) e 1))

[...] This tepidness for conversing has several reasons. One being that he
[al-Bashrish] arrived to Kairouan immediately after a psychologically and
mentally tiring period during which we had many visiting guests in Kairouan. We
[the Kairouanites] had to accommodate the guests with everything for their own
comfort and pleasure. Another reason is that I only became completely
acquainted with al-Bashriish that day. Prior to that, we barely met at all, other
than for a few minutes in the Kutbiyyah®* market in the capital [...] Also, there
was a third person with us who has nothing to do with literature. I thought that it
was more becoming to not to bother this friend with discussions that he hates. Do
not blame me for [having] a friendship like this that has no good beyond it. You

know the words of Bashshar: “If you do not accept your drink despite its
2665

impurities [, you will go thirsty].
It is quite evident how a triangular dynamics is communicated in the above
examples, in the sense that a third party, consciously or unconsciously, is cast with
a more or less negatively charged significance that affects how each person,
favorably or unfavorably, shows up in that very same friendship. Therefore, one
may read a sense of tension between the parties involved and, perhaps, even a sense
of affective rivalry between them. If true, for whose affection are they competing?
Although subject to interpretation, as a reader of the letters, I would deduce that it
is the affection of, or proximity to, al-Shabbi that is the object of desire.

Despite the occasional tensions between al-HulaywT and al-Bashriish, we later
find them adopting a wry humorous approach to the unease that plagued them. In
a letter to al-Shabbi, written from Nabeul sometime during June 1934, al-Hulaywi
and al-Bashrtsh join forces in reaching out to their mutual friend, who is ill. They
take turns — four turns in total — in addressing al-Shabbi1 and they comment on each
other’s insertions as if the other person were absent from the conversation.®*® The

663 al-Hulaywi (1966: 66).

4 Probable colloquial pronunciation: ‘kitbiyyah’ or ‘kutbiyyah.’

5 English translation of Bashshar’s verse by Sophia Vasalou and James E. Montgomery
(2021: 342, fn. 2).

6% This letter, found in al-Hulayw1 (1966: 149-151), is included in al-Hulaywi and al-Shabb1’s
part of the letter collection, that is, it does not appear in the appendix with al-Bashriish’s
letters. Given al-Hulaywi’s own placement of the letter and the fact that he is the one
publishing it,  am regarding it as one of al-HulaywT’s letters (as also reflected in Tables 2
and 2.1).
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wry humor, which may read as implicit criticism, is initiated by al-Hulayw1 as he
calls out the self-contradictory nature and irony of al-Bashriish’s words.

This episode of commentary turn taking begins with al-Bashriish offering his
and al-HulaywT’s help in al-Shabbi1’s recovery, after which he abruptly goes on to
tell al-Shabbi about his repressed resentment for literature and doubts about its
usefulness. Here, on an intertextual level, one may also perhaps draw reference to
Jibran’s novel about frustrated love, al-Ajnihah al-mutakassirah (‘Broken Wings’,
1912), when al-Bashriish writes about their hopeless state as being one with broken
wings (/... al-ajnihah mutakassirah):
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What have we gained from literature and what did we get in return from books?
Exhaustion, misfortune, fatigue, and hardship. [...] Are we going to spend this
youth with our noses in books and surrender it to the blows of fate [al-dahr] and
life? Let us then feel pity for ourselves and be content in this world with weakness
and failure. For what can we do while the wings are broken [al-ajnihah
mutakassirah]?

On a stylistic note, a literary property of this letter, and indeed typical of the letter
collection as a whole, is the frequent appearance of different rhetorical figures.
One particularly common figure is parallelism, of which we find several examples
in the quote above, for example: istafadna/ubna (‘[we] gained/[we] got’),
al-adablal-kutub  (‘literature/books’), al-irhdq/al-ta'b (‘exhaustion/fatigue’),
al-bala’lal- ‘ana’ (‘misfortune/hardship’), and al-"ajz/al-khaybah
(‘weakness/failure’). Although not as apparent in the English translation, we also
find a balanced arrangement of phrases in the repetition and placements of madha
(‘what?’), wa- (‘and’), and the imperative particle /i- (‘let...”).

Upon reading al-Bashriish’s comment in the letter, al-Hulaywl sees an
opportunity to seek retribution for al-Bashriish’s previous accusations against him.
Now it is al-Bashrtsh who is in danger of being estranged from the friendship and
is preparing for his “suicide” by leaving literature and becoming a materialist.
al-Hulayw1 even admits that it was through his own previously unrecognized
slyness (daha’) that he managed to bring al-Bashriish to disclose these sentiments

7 al-Hulaywi (1966: 150).

189



190

* BROTHERLY LETTERS

in his commentary to the letter. Through his confession, their (former) friend, now
“a stranger” (ajnabi), is from now on properly addressed as “Mister Muhammad
al-Bashriish” (“al-sayyid Muhammad al-Bashriish™), as opposed to the more
familiar addressation as friend (al-sadiq) or brother (al-akh).®® al-Hulaywi
continues his assertion to al-Shabbi and concludes it with a remark that was
probably intended as either a playful or vile joke about al-Bashrish:
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[...] We do not have any relation with him, except sitting together and talking
about the weather and the prices of potatoes and eggplant. There, now he has
written his suicide letter with his own hand. Oh God, how sweet this revenge is!
[...] What can I tell you after this other than that he wrote that after he was flirting
with an old lady who, by God, was sixty years old! He polluted the poetry of
al-‘Aqqgad by reciting it to her and her blue garment (the old woman is the owner
of the coffeehouse). What is this? Do we send to your place [our] outstanding
men, who are filled with life and big dreams, only for you to send them back to
us as materialists who are envious of owners of palaces and vehicles and who flirt
with old, preying ladies!? God have mercy!

The choice to point out al-Bashriish’s “disrespectful” use of al-°'Aqqad’s poetry by
reciting it to a “preying old lady” seems strategic on al-Hulayw1’s part, given the
favor or esteem with which al-Shabbi regards the poetry of al-°'Aqqad and the not
so favorable view of it held by al-Hulayw1.°’® As a triangulation, the passage acts
as a continuous emphasis of the recently revealed incompatibility — as it appears —
between al-HulaywT and al-Shabbi, as a unit of two, and al-Bashriish.

At this point, al-Bashriish decides to redirect attention to al-Hulaywi’s
opportunism by highlighting his contradictory standards. Yet, before casting their

668 al-Hulaywi (1966: 150).
%9 al-Hulaywi (1966: 150-151).
70 al-Hulaywi (1966: 110-111).
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mutual friend in unfavorable light, al-Bashrtish does admit that he had mistaken
what in fact was the peak of a litterateur’s endeavor for a “suicide,” which may be
a sarcastic way of implying that he, too, has reached that peak of his literary
endeavor by arriving at his resentment for and aversion to it:®’!
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[Yet,] he reproaches my resentment while he shares it in his heart and he criticizes
me for looking at a half-old woman while he believes that old women are the
ones who like to listen to compliments about their beauty and do not say no to
men.

To this exposure, al-Hulaywi curtly and bluntly writes: “The perfume vendor
cannot mend that which has been destroyed by time. Nor do marginal notes and

E3]

(“la yuslihu al- ‘attar ma afsada
).673

comments make amends for letters of suicide...
al-dahr, wa-la al-hawashi wa-al-ta ‘aliq sukiik al-intihar

7.2.3 Personal Mental Health and the Romantic Side of Pain
and Suffering

The correspondences of al-Shabbi, al-Hulaywi, and al-Bashriish record many
observations of life and the self. Such observations convey the letter writers’
subjective sentiments and show how “observed” events are reproduced and
transformed in the epistolary written text. As shall be seen, many of these
observations of life and the self and their textual representation can also be tied to
mental health and the inner states of the experiencer, and they are in many ways
exemplary of the universal or common trope of the turbulent youth (al-shabab).
On the topic of youth and mental health, a passage from a letter sent to

674

al-Hulayw1 by al-Shabbi, in which the Romantic®”* infatuation with myth

71 al-Hulaywi (1966: 151).

72 al-Hulaywi (1966: 151).

7 al-Hulaywi (1966: 151).

7 A broad but, here, essential term that refers back to the literary movement of European
Romanticism, whose chief emphasis, in the words of Baldick (2015: keyword:
“romanticism”), “was upon freedom of individual self-expression: sincerity, spontaneity,
and originality became the new standards in literature, replacing the decorous imitation of
classical models favoured by 18th-century neoclassicism. Rejecting the ordered rationality
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continues to reverberate, is particularly telling.”> This passage is directly preceded
by an encouragement to the two friends to be resilient in times of personal and
professional difficulties, in which al-Shabb1 urges them:
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Let us rise, my friend, with our small wings over those despicable and worthless
lives. Let us hover in the horizons of light [al-nir], truth [al-haqq], and beauty
[al-jamal] with all the enthusiasm that our faith [fmanina] holds and all the
strength and craving spirit that our youth [shababina] possesses.

Thus, the self-abasing passage that then follows acts as an immediate reply to
al-Shabbi’s vivid words of encouragement, and within it we find a reference to
Greek mythology, which, again, alerts the reader of hubris:
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It is these kinds of things that I write, my friend, whenever the spirit of hope
awakens in my heart and the waves of youth rage around me. However, if [ resort
to myself, my dejected and bloody ghosts return to me, the [raging] waves of
youth settle, and the shouting mouths of life quieten, then my wings slacken and

of the Enlightenment as mechanical, impersonal, and artificial, the Romantics turned to the
emotional directness of personal experience and to the boundlessness of individual
imagination and aspiration.” Arabic speaking writers and poets later adopted the literary
thought of the Romantics during the 19™ and 20" centuries. See Hammond (2018: keyword:
“romanticism”).

75 Melentinsky (1997: 24). For a short discussion about myth in relation to al-Shabbi’s poetry,
see Ostle (1997: 149-150).

676 al-Hulaywi (1966: 99).

77 al-Hulaywi (1966: 99)
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the agony of death overwhelms me. I fall down into the depths of dark despair as
Icarus fell down into the depths of the sea. Yes, my friend! Within me, there is
several times as much aggravation of despair than [within] you. For this disease,
that shades me every hour of the day with the winding sheets and darkness of the
grave, is enough to repel the firm wills of fate.

One may argue that the image of Icarus’ fall into the depths of the sea is used in
its post-classical moralizing sense, in which the fall of Icarus represents a youth’s
overestimation of his own abilities.”® However, while the passage carries within
it a moralizing or didactic potential as a whole, the image of Icarus — I would argue
— is probably used descriptively through the confirmed simile (tashbih mu akkad)
“ahwa [...] hawa [...]” (lit. ‘I fall [...] [as the] fall [of Icarus] [...]"). Rather than
a moralization of a young man’s overestimation of himself, the confirmed simile
accentuates the similarities and comparability between the two youths, that is,
al-Shabbi and Icarus. Yet, the fall of Icarus, a mythical event, is descriptive of
al-Shabb1’s psychological state and is not another mythical event involving our
young Tunisian poet. This kind of integration of a mythical event shares a
resemblance to the Romantic tradition, in which myth or mythical language
expresses, and depends on, an inner state instead of, by necessity, equating
knowledge about the natural or external world.®” The poets of the Apollo group,
to which al-Shabbt was affiliated through his contributions to its journal (4pollo),
were also known for integrating mythology and fables as a means of poetic
expression, according to Sabry Hafez.®®® However, exactly what this poetic
expression of using mythology and fables looked like is not explained further. It
may be hypothesized that the poets of Apollo, like our letter writers, drew on the
psychological approach of the Romantics to myth, but how this approach
manifested itself in their literary productions would have to be studied
individually, and then comparatively.

On the subject of self-abasement, Muhammad al-Bashriish takes it even further,
to explicit resentment (nigmah, pl. nigmar)®®' of himself and his literary abilities
and production. Still, al-Bashriish manages to fall back into acceptance and
possibly even approval of precisely that kind of resentment toward the self and
what springs from it. This seems to stem from a troubling uncertainty about which
professional route is most suitable for him, as well as his constant, almost

78 Cancik et al. (2006: keyword: “Icarus”).

7% Cohen (2010: 585).

%0 In Fleet et al. (2014: keyword: “Apollo Group”).

81 QOther possible translations of nigmah are ‘revenge,” ‘vengeance,” ‘spite,” and ‘wrath.” See
Wehr (1979: keyword: “nagama”).
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compulsive, doubts about whether or not the gissah (here, ‘short story’ or ‘fiction”)
really is his call or domain.®%?

After al-Hulaywi had inquired of al-Bashrtish about which of his works, athar,
he had sent to Egypt (to the journal Apollo) via al-Shabbi, al-Bashriish shies away
from the positively charged word athar (lit. ‘traces’). Instead, al-Bashriish
describes his writings as “nonsense [ ‘abath] that needs to be torn to pieces or

683 and he continues to say that he ought to quit writing and leave the field

burned,
of literature, since the likes of him were not created for these purposes. In response

to al-Hulaywi, al-Bashriish further explains:
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You are mad at my resentment, as was obvious in your letter, and which is your
right. Yet, what should I do? My resentment [nigmati] is firmly anchored and
deeply embedded in me and [I am] seized by it. Your anger, or anyone else’s
anger, does not scare it [the nigmah] away. Know that, my friend [...] Do you
know why I do not know [if my writings will be published in Apollo], my friend?
Because I hate everything that comes from me. It is enough for me to mention it
to be in pain. Is it not enough for my soul that life pains it with its affairs and
obstacles so that I may add to its suffering? Woe unto man! Is his pain not enough
for him to further proceed toward suffering and ask for it? What do you think that
he has gained? Thorns, my friend.

The above passage from al-Bashriish’s letter is highly reminiscent of his short story
Fannan (‘Artist’) (1938) that was published in al-Mabahith.®*® In contrast to his
other short stories that are published in the work of Salamah (1978), which are
written in a homodiegetic narrative voice (so called “first person narrative”), the

82 al-Hulaywi (1966: 173). The letter was written around November 1933.

83 al-Hulaywi (1966: 178). The letter was sent from Nefta in December 1933.

%84 Sic.

85 al-Hulaywi (1966: 178).

86 ql-Mabahith, No. 1 (1938 January): p. 14. The short story is also found in Salamah (1978:
184-188).
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narrative voice in Fannan is heterodiegetic (so called “third person narrative”).
Perhaps al-Bashrish chose the absent (heterodiegetic) narrator to minimize or
disguise the autobiographical dimension of the story. Yet, Fannan contains more
or less directly borrowed wordings from his letter to al-Hulaywi. For example, in
Fannan, the anonymous main character is a writer who is led to resent his own
literary work and literature as a whole. Furthermore, in a letter to his friend, the
anonymous man poses the question about what the struggling writer has gained
(won) and answers himself: “Thorns. Yes, my Friend, thorns and bitterness.”®%’

After having confirmed an internalized and seemingly unshakable hate and
vengeance toward himself and his literary pursuits, al-Bashriish takes an abrupt
turn and begins to embrace his own self-resentment and view it in a different light.
He reflects on whether or not nigmah, in fact, is the blessing of understanding
(fahm) and grasping (idrak) art (fann), which is a reflection that also occurs in the
short story Fannan. In light of this question put forward by our letter writer, |
would not undermine the strong, negative connotations of the word nigmah. In
fact, nigmah may be regarded as an antonym to ni ‘mah, that is, ‘blessing,’ in the
sense of it being a form of requital (mukafa ah) with punishment ( ‘ugitbah) or
denial (inkar).5%®
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Tears are not a sign of weakness. Rather, weakness is if we depart from the path
that we have embarked upon and avoid the horizons for which we have set out.
Thus, let us go farther, suffer, and aspire to the heavens and shape this endeavor
into creative activity. Let us create and cry over that which we have created and
be full of resentment. For all of this is commendable as long as it is a resentment
[nigmah] over which despair does not win influence and it [i.e. the nigmah] does
not hold back ambition and determination. [ want you to commend my resentment
for me. So, will you not commend it?

From the letters of al-Bashriish a distressed young man emerges, but he does not
seem to call for much pity or sympathy as he continuously presents himself.

%7 Salamah (1978: 186).
88 Refer to Lisan al- arab (1955, keyword: “n-q-m”).
89 al-Hulaywi (1966: 179).
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Instead, by virtue of becoming “a symbol for misery and pain” (ramz lil-shaqa’

),8%0 al-Bashriish calls for an acceptance and praise of his pain and

wa-al-alam
fatigue, in addition to his self-resentment. He admires the words of Alfred de
Vigny (d. 1863), “Crier, gémir, pleurer est également ldache”®' (‘To call out, to

moan, and to cry, is equally cowardice’),%°? and goes on to write:
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Indeed, complaint and crying is a detraction from manliness [al-rujiliyyah], a
detraction of man [al-insan]. Thus, let us suffer as Life [al-hayah] wants us to
[...] And let us realize that pain is a blessing [ni ‘mah] that the Heavens do not
bestow upon everybody. With pain we exceed the limits of horizons that we have
never gone to. We come to understand Life as we should understand it and we
hold ourselves accountable. What does pain give us? We suddenly find in
ourselves a strength and a firmness and we suddenly begin to highly praise the
pain and speak appreciatively of it. I, the tired and exhausted one, praise, suffer,
and persevere. Never will I turn away from perseverance.

al-Bashriish is somewhat exemplary of the unstable Romantic identity, in which
his authorship and masculinity becomes “a matter of anxiety, self-betrayal and
weakness in the midst of apparent strength”®®* and “a wish to transcend the
contrasts of mind and nature, subject and object, intellect and emotion.”®
Although being a victim, or rather a hero, of some kind of mal du siécle (‘illness
of the century’) that has melancholy and dissatisfaction as its base, and the

alienated subject at its core, our letter writer seems to regard his contradictory

00 al-Hulaywi (1966: 189).

1 al-Hulaywi (1966: 189).

92 From the poem La mort du loup (‘The Death of the Wolf”). NB: The correct wording is
“Gémir, pleurer, prier est également ldche” (‘To moan, to cry, and to seek help, is equally
cowardice’). Refer to de Vigny (1864: 101).

3 al-Hulaywi (1966: 189).

4 Fulford (1999: 20).

95 France (2005: keyword: “romanticism”).
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beliefs, feelings, and emotions as a gateway — albeit an ill-fated or hopeless one —
to finding purpose and meaning in life.®¢

For the recipient, al-Hulaywt also provides insights into his personal mental
health struggles that are suggestive of a similar phenomenon to that of al-Bashrtish.
In the case of al-Hulaywt and his disclosures about his mental health, the critical
dimension of the Romantic outlook and aesthetics is placed in the foreground.

In a letter written to al-Shabbi at the beginning of September 1929, al-Hulayw1
shares three psychological phases or states (tawr, pl. atwar) that revolve around
the absence of romantic love and probing existential questions. He explains that,
one day, he realized that something was missing in his life that kept him from
experiencing the zest of life (ta ‘m lil-hayah): a soul mate (shaqgigat al-nafs).*’
Thus, al-Hulaywi came to know the thirst for love (zam 'ah lil-hubb), which
constitutes the first psychological phase. This phase is followed by another one of
a more contemplative and existential kind. al-Hulayw1 explains this second phase
as a state of “contemplating [the purpose of] life and sensing the awe of the
universe and reflecting on its enigmas” (“al-ta’ammul fi al-hayah wa-al-shu ‘ar
bi-rahbat al-kawn wa-al-tafkir fi mu ‘dilatih”).®® This existentially probing phase
torments him with thoughts about death, the soul, and eternal life (al-khulid),
which may be understood as eschatology. The first two phases and the experiences
and answers gathered from them eventually bring al-Hulayw1 to a third phase, in
which he comes to believe that “there is nothing that calls for enthusiasm
[al-tahammus] in any matter of life, since life and its inhabitants, people and their
affairs, struggles, and pains are of no avail.”%%’

Thus, al-HulaywT’s tormenting search for meaning and purpose in life
ultimately leads him down a nihilistic road, denying the human experience and life
itself of any meaning or purpose. In a later letter sent to al-Shabbi, al-Hulayw1 even
goes so far as to excuse the person who commits suicide in a depressive and
existentially critical state as the one he is in in the moment of penning the letter:
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96 For more on this phenomenon within the context of European Romanticism, see France

(2005: keyword: “Mal du siécle, Le.”).
7 al-Hulaywi (1966: 34).
%8 al-Hulaywi (1966: 34-35).
99 al-Hulaywi (1966: 35).
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[...] T write to you in this moment, in a worried and low spirit, burdened by an
exhaustion from weariness. I do not know its source nor where it came from. If
you only saw me as this pen is in my hand. It is as if it [the pen] is alien to me,
due my great abstinence from everything and my negligence of even reflecting
about the reason behind this melancholy. I have an obscure feeling of the
absurdity of life and I ask myself why these ever moving, back and forth, loud,
shouting, and arguing human vermin were created? O, how I excuse the one who
takes his life in a state of mind like this one.

Although it would have been interesting to see a direct response from al-Shabbi to
these personal disclosures by al-Hulaywi, such a direct response does not occur in
these instances, due to firstly the death of al-Shabbi’s father and secondly to his
own health issues that delayed his correspondence. However, in the postscript to
an earlier letter from August 1929, al-Shabbi affirms a shared experience of
existential questioning. Similar to their mutual friend al-Bashriish, al-Shabbi turns
out to praise and romanticize the pain that comes with their existential search for
meaning and purpose. In a celebratory manner, he exclaims: “Congratulations to
you for your spirit and your life!” for al-Hulaywi having entered this phase, in
which he is currently “advancing with great strides.””"!

al-Shabbi clarifies to al-HulaywT that it is the phase of “irksome weariness and
boredom” (al-sa’amah al-mutadajjirah wa-al-malal) that is the true cause of
questioning the reason behind existence. While he, like al-Hulaywi, used to be
deeply troubled and pained by this phase, which may be likened to an existential
crisis, al-Shabb1 reassures his friend that he soon realized that this phase is
“nothing but the awakening of the soul [yagazat al-nafs] and the alertness of the
senses [tanabbuh al-masha ‘ir] when the incentives [bawa ith] of life rouse

them.”702

700 al-Hulaywi (1966: 135).
1 al-Hulaywi (1966: 29).
702 al-Hulaywi (1966: 29).
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7.2.4 Censure of Time and Life: Outlooks and Modality

Indeed, the previous discussion about the portrayal of personal mental health
revealed a possible darker side of the Romantic outlook, in which suffering and
pain is praised and upheld as an (artistic) ideal. Such accounts may be tied to the
darker and grimmer sub-themes of European and Arab Romanticism, which
glamorized melancholy and physical or mental suffering or ailments.”® Here, it is
important to remember that Arab Romanticism was “derived largely from the
springs of romanticism in England and France in the late 18" and early 19
centuries,”’* two geographical areas in which we find so-called “Dark Romantics”
like Lord Byron”® and Charles Baudelaire.

Moreover, the dark themes related to the young subject that appears in our letter
texts is comparable to the spirit of the cultural and literary scene in Iraq,
exemplified by figures such as the contemporary writer and translator Mahmud
Ahmad al-Sayyid (d. 1356/1937), who called himself “the sad youth” (al-fata
al-ba’is)".

However, with the above in mind, all three correspondences also appear to

draw from a thematic tradition of censure or condemnation (dhamm)’®’

that brings
to mind the pre-Islamic poetic theme of the censure of time, dhamm al-dahr (or
dhamm al-zaman), and the censure of worldy life, dhamm al-dunya. While
arguably being, as Li Guo dubs it, a literary “stock theme,”’*® I would be wary of
the connotations of stasis and classicist mannerisms that such a designation may
imply. Instead of necessarily being a static and perfunctory poetic motif that has

been conserved throughout Arabic literary history, a/-dahr entails agency (or lack

703 See, for example, Sontag (1977) about illness and European Romanticism and Ostle (1970:
358-359, 363; 1995) discussing the Egyptian poet ‘Abd al-Rahman Shukri and
sentimentalism and melancholy in Arab Romanticism.

704 Ostle (1995: 93).

75 In a letter written in February 1934, al-HulaywT mentions enthusiastically reading a book
about Lord Byron’s life and work by André Maurois. I believe this work could be Byron
(published in 1930 by Grasset). See al-Hulayw1 (1966: 148).

796 Baskin (2019: 139).

"7 The theme of dhamm, ‘censure’ or ‘condemnation,” has been connected to various subjects
in the writings of Arabic speaking writers throughout history. For example, Kitab dhamm
al-dunya (‘Condemnation of the World’) by Ibn Abi Dunya (d. 281/894), Kitab dhamm
al-kalam wa-ahlih (‘The Condemnation of Kalam [speculative theology] and its
Proponents’) by Abi Isma ‘1l al-AnsarT al-Harawi (d. 481/1089), Dhamm al-hawa (‘The
Censure of Love’) by Ibn al-Jawzi (d. 597/1201); it is also found in the form of a poem,
Urjiizah fi dhamm al-sabiih (‘Condemnation of Wine in the Morning’) by Ibn al-Mu‘tazz (d.
296/908).

%8 Guo (2001: 222).
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thereof) and interrelation, as also shown with respect to the correspondence of
Muhammad al-Mukhtar al-Siis1. Thus, [ would suggest that the presence of dhamm
al-dahr is indicative of a modality, that is, the constraints, conditions, and
necessities that individuals (i.e. characters) have to encounter and deal with in the
story world, fictional and/or otherwise.””

Reconnecting to both censure (dhamm) of life and mythicizing discourse, we
find an illustrative passage from a letter written by al-HulaywT to al-Shabbi.”!?
Already in the opening of the letter, al-Hulayw1 employs a religious language that

draws on a mystical or ascetic outlook on life:
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[...] much obliged for that wonderful @yah’'? with which you crowned the journal
Apollo and, with its spirituality, cleansed the filth of our spirits that due to habit
and the conditions of society have abandoned themselves to the allurement of the
flesh. Thus, you end up seeing, in every [female] walking back and forth, nothing
but the kind of beauty that is measured in rotl”'* and meter.

The passage appears to contain a play on the word ayah (pl. ayat), a word whose
original meaning is ‘sign’ or ‘token,’ but that has also come to signify a verse of
the Quran and divine tokens.”'* It is, thus, a word play that has both archaic and
religious overtones, although, in this case, the religious or mystic significance of
the word is foregrounded, given al-Hulaywi’s elaboration on the dignity and
(spiritually) healing impact of al-Shabbi’s poetry in terms of it being an “ayah.”
The passage also reveals an anti-worldly sentiment of the letter writer, given the

7% Here, I am building on the possible world theory of Lubomir DoleZel, who, in his work

Heterocosmica (2000), discusses categories of modality in relation to story worlds and the

individuals (characters) that inhabit them. Although Dolozel focuses on fiction, I would

argue, together with Uri Margolin (2000: 335), that the concept of modalities is applicable

when thinking about story worlds of any genre, fiction and non-fiction.

The letter was written from Kairouan, 24 April 1933.

"1 al-Hulaywi (1966: 113).

712 Most probably a reference to al-Shabbi’s poem “Prayers in the Temple of Love” (Salawat fi
haykal al-hubb).

"3 1.e. ratl, a unit of weight of the Mediterranean and Near East that varies depending on the

location. Refer to Wehr (1979: keyword: “ratl”).

Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “aya”).
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negatively charged and self-conscious description of the body and its passions, and
its blindness to any kind of concept of beauty other than the physical kind.

al-Hulayw1 further deals with the abstracts “Love” (al-hubb) and “Beauty”
(al-jamal) in ways that place an ascetic or world-renouncing, somewhat mystical
meaning in the foreground of observing life. He describes “Love” as not being
connected or equivalent to sensual delights, but rather, “Love,” in itself, acts as a
source of inspiration (masdar al-ilham) for the poet. In turn, al-Hulayw1 describes
“Beauty” as not being — at least properly — expressed in terms of physical or
corporeal beauty (of the female). Along with this, al-Hulayw1 describes “Love”
using the wording of the title of one of al-Shabb1’s poems, “Prayers in the Temple
of Love” (Salawat fi haykal al-hubb).”*® Besides being illustrative of the epistolary
“I”-character’s sentiments toward physical and emotional life and society, it is a
part of the hyperbolic and mythicizing discourse about his friend. Although the
following passage illustrates all of the above and plays into the relational dynamics
between the two friends, it makes it clear that al-Hulaywt is being reminded of
something that he already knows, by intuition and/or acquirement, albeit through
the medium of al-Shabb1’s verse:
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You have reminded us with your verse that “Love” is something other than
[sensual] delight and that “Beauty” is not expressed through the darkness of the
eyes, the rosiness of the cheeks, the roundness of thighs, or the fullness of breasts;
rather, “Love” is prayers in the temple of love and a source of inspiration for the
poet. It [Love] is a sacred light [nir qudsi], a spiritual ecstasy [nashwah
rithiyyah], and an exquisite music in the symphony of life.

715 The poem is found in al-Asmar (2013: 72-76).
716 al-Hulaywi (1966: 113). Bold in original.
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All things are found in you™’

even the side glance and the quivering of the breasts™"®

You have told us that in heavenly poetry that is deserving of being the psalm of
every lover kneeling in the temple.

One may find it strange that writers who advocated literary innovation and shared
anti-classicist sentiments would incorporate classical themes and images,
indigenous and non-indigenous, in their texts. To me, this demonstrates the layers
and complexity of literary expression that can never be an isolated or detached
phenomenon. It also demonstrates that we are probably dealing with false
dichotomies, such as tradition/modernity and the sacred/the profane; rather, such
elements are intertwined and inform each other and the way that they appear in the
letter texts. The letter writers exemplify that innovation and change always spring
from a core or a set of rules that they knew well enough to divert from or alter in
new contexts. Arguably, therefore, the appearance of apparently contradicting
themes and images on a surface level illustrates informed, nuanced choices that
may either provoke or inspire.

7.2.5 Stories of the Body: Illness and Physical Health

We find surprisingly few accounts about the physical body in the correspondences,
even though concerns and ailments connected to physical health probably largely
absorbed an extra-textual reality. That is, if one were to take the letter texts as a
(problematic) representation of that reality, it was not only al-Shabbi who was
afflicted by illness, but also al-Bashriish, and for both of them their illness ended
in death at the young ages of 25 and 33 years old, respectively.

When illness is discussed in the letters, the health condition or ailment is — if at
all — given a general name, and certainly not a medical name. More often than not,
even the actual physical location of the ailment is not specified either. The most
specific references to illness, I find, are the ones that concern al-Bashriish’s health,
for example, when al-Bashrish himself mentions that he suffered from “si’
al-hadm” (‘bad digestion’), which was amongst the things that hindered him from

"7 Here, it is the feminine you (fiki), that is, the embodied female, the beloved, that is
addressed. See al-Asmar (2013: 74).

718 This verse is from al-Shabbi’s poem “Prayers in the Temple of Love” (Salawat fi haykal
al-hubb).
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promptly responding to al-Hulayw1.”!” With regard to al-Bashrash, al-Shabbi also
tells al-Hulaywt about their friend retreating to his hometown for about a fortnight
of recovery, since “[...] he is feeling complete fatigue [ta ‘ab kulli] in his body,
which has exhausted him. His ailment, neurasthenia [al-duf al-‘asabi], has
returned and severely tired him [...]” ([...] yash ‘uru bi-ta‘ab kullt fi badanihi
arhaqahu wa-istayqazat ‘illatuhu [al-du f al- ‘asabi] fa-at ‘abahu jiddan |[...]).”*°
Thus, it appears that al-Bashriish probably suffered from a (reoccurring) burnout
or depressive or nervous exhaustion.

With regard to the ambiguities around physical health, I would not go as far as
to say that we are dealing with anti-pathological or de-pathologizing narratives, in
the sense that a medical condition is normalized or described in behavioral terms.
The letter writers do not seem to have the immediate impulse to de-pathologize
their own or others’ physical health conditions,”! but there is undeniable a great
deal of ambiguity, and perhaps even mystery, around matters of physical illness.

The first account of physical illness is one that concerns the severe illness of
al-Shabb1’s father and we find it related very early in the correspondence between
al-Shabbi and al-Hulaywi. The father’s illness is first mentioned in the postscript
of the second letter sent to al-Hulaywi, written at the end of July 1929. In the
postscript, al-Shabbi tells al-Hulayw1 that someone had come to him in the capital
to inform him that his father had become bedridden due to his sickness and that he
is angry with al-Shabbi that he has not yet visited him.””> A more detailed
description of the actual sick body and demeanor of his father is given in the third
letter sent to al-Hulaywi, written in August 1929. Now in his family home in the
presence of his father, al-Shabbi is able, as a concerned observer, to depict and
interpret the materiality and sensations of the sick body of his father:
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9 al-Hulaywi (1966: 184).

720 al-Hulaywi (1966: 109).

721 Cf. Smith and Watson (2010: 142, 261).
22 al-Hulaywi (1966: 21).

203



204

* BROTHERLY LETTERS

) aally Sladie of aaally Lo jia W) daa s D8 (o joay sall 5 ad 0 AY
723 4Sue 2l ST Y Al ) Lpans i dalal) Al s (e dnalia 3 gaca Gl

In the morning, I sit beside my father, whom the illness has exhausted and
emaciated. The pain burns and plagues him as I glance at his ailing pale face, his
drowsy eyelids that the pain and fever has caused to wilt, and his wrecked, feeble
body. Meanwhile, I listen to his disrupted breathing and successive moaning |...]
From time to time, my father looks up at me and he withdraws his eyes only when
they are filled with or wet with tears... This is a small depiction of my miserable,
bloody life, which I draw for you with a pen that I barely manage to hold.

The above excerpt is — as I have found it — the most detailed description of the
physicality and physiology of illness found in the entire letter collection. While
al-Shabbi displays an attentiveness to the physical manifestations or symptoms of
his father’s illness, he also shows up as a keen observer of his own and his siblings’

reactions to the sight of their ailing father — especially those of his younger sister:”**
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When I see him in that condition, my chest is nothing but filled with sighs and
my eyes brim with tears. From my damaged heart and wounded chest emanate
the wails of grief and the prayers of hope to the God of life and death, the
Extender of light and darkness, to cure this feeble and bedridden father [...] I
remain that way, in a combination of a frightened heart and a wandering mind,
and a suffering, wrecked soul and a heart divided between the worries of life and
its sorrows. [This,] up until my younger brother comes to me, or my younger

72 al-Hulaywi (1966: 25-26).

2% To the best of my knowledge, al-Shabbi did not have a sister by birth, however, here, “[my]
younger sister” (here, ukhayyah, diminutive of ukht, ‘sister’) could refer to a foster sister or
milk-sister (ukht fi rada ‘ah, ‘sister through milk kinship”).

25 al-Hulaywi (1966: 25-26).
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sister who still does not comprehend the language of faces. She darts her confused
and questioning eyes between my pale, gloomy face and the tired face of my
father. Then she goes back from where she came while her small heart carries
thoughts, concerns, pains, and dreams, of whose meaning and long-term effect
God knows best.

Both of the excerpts cited and translated immediately above have a strong feature
of parallelism that in a sense agitates (works up) the theme of illness and suffering
and places it in the foreground of the narrative. Again, the parallelistic features are
not as apparent (if at all) in the English translation; however, we find them in the
Arabic original most notably in the latter excerpt, in the form of: “wa-tamla’u
[sadri] ... wa-tamla’u [‘ayni]” (‘[be] filled...[be] filled’) (repetition of keyword
and syntactic structure), al-zafarat/al-‘abarat (‘sighs/tears’) (phonological and
semantic correspondence), and “/bayna] Ilubb sharid wa-‘aql dhahib” (‘a
frightened [lit. ‘straying’] heart and a wandering mind’) (semantic
correspondence), and “wa-khawatir wa-hawajis wa-alam wa-ahlam” (‘thoughts,
concerns, pains, and dreams’) (phonological and semantic correspondence).

One may not be able to tell with certainty from what medical condition
al-Shabbi himself suffered and ultimately died, given the ambiguity surrounding it
in the letters and the seeming lack of a scholarly consensus on the matter.”?
However, it is very clear that he suffered from a cardiac condition: cardiomegaly,
according to Karri.””” Cardiomegaly is a condition whereby an abnormal
enlargement of the heart takes place, and although not a disease, it is indicative of
another medical condition. An enlargement of the heart is seen in people with
chronic systolic heart failure and other kinds of cardiomyopathies.”?® According to
Speight, it seems that al-Shabbi, in addition to a cardiac disorder, also suffered
from tuberculosis (TB) — the diseases of Romantics par excellence.’”

While it appears that al-Shabbt had more or less always suffered from weak
health,”? it is in a letter from October 1930 that he first brings up his health issues

and discusses them more elaborately within the correspondence:

726 Moreover, I have myself not been able to locate any kind of medical record for al-Shabbi.

77 Karrd (1953: 28).

8 Medical Dictionary Online (keyword: “cardiomegaly”).

72 Speight (1973: 180). For TB and its romanticized image of the highly sensitive and artistic
person, see Sontag (1977).

30 Speight (1973: 180).
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My friend, do not hurt for your brother, for my heart is the source of my pains in
this world. Who knows? Perhaps it will also be a source of similar pains in
another world... My heart — my friend — is the origin of this lost, tormented soul
and this troubled, worn out body. As long as I carry within me a broken heart like
this one, and as long as this life continues to break it with no mercy, I am one of
life’s most miserable offspring. This is a truth that I have become certain of and
firmly believe in; thus, my friend, do not try to dissuade me from it.

The above passage illustrates al-Shabbi’s metaphorical thinking about his health
issues. The heart — undeniably the main issue for al-Shabbi in terms of health — is
described as being “broken” (kasir) and as a source (manba ) and origin (or cause)
(masdar) of pains. Moreover, the pains that al-Shabbi refers to appear to be more
or less generalized and to encompass a broader existential pain, rather than a pain
caused by a specific medical condition. In a sense, using the words of Susan
Sontag, “the disease (so enriched with its meanings) is projected onto the
world.”73?

Hence, the narrative of illness is not devoid of a moralizing dimension. Here,
the moralization around illness conveys an idea of either (divine) judgement or a
moral strike of fate on the individual or collective body. For example, regarding
the order of his doctor to rest and abstain from any kind of labor or activity
(including reading and writing), al-Shabb1 writes that the words of the doctor are
“[...] like the words of fate [the divine decree] in the perception of the weak,
crushed souls” ([...] ka-kalimat al-gadar fi nazar al-nufis al-wahinah
al-mardiidah).”>* Another example of the moralization of illness is found earlier in
the correspondence, in connection with the description of al-Shabb1’s sick father.
In this instance, it is in the form of a prayer that we find the moralizing factor,
which takes place within the “here-and-now” moment of writing as free direct
speech. Furthermore, it is noteworthy how the moralization is quite explicitly

71 al-Hulaywi (1966: 52).
732 Sontag (1977: 58).
33 al-Hulaywi (1966: 53).
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double-ended. While speaking of the illness of his father and the personal suffering
it causes as a form of divine decree and punishment, al-ShabbT also questions the
fairness behind this judgement:
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O’ Lord! You have made me miserable, although [ have never caused any of Your
servants misery! Lord, you have tormented me, while I am a servant of Yours
who has never blasphemed in Your name nor denied Your favor! Lord, have
mercy! For the burden of fate [al-gadar] weighs heavy on me.

Indeed, the phraseology of these lines of despair brings to mind the famous verse
by al-Ma‘arrT, to which they may allude: “This [life] is my father’s crime against
me, though never by me against another” (hadha janahu abi ‘alayya wa-ma
Jjanaytu ‘ald ahad).”®

Another blow of fate, so impactful that al-Shabbi forgets about his own illness
and its treatment, takes place in July 1934 when his wife unexpectedly becomes
ill. Here, again, al-Shabbi seems to project the (unspecified) illness of a beloved
onto himself and a perceived antagonism and fury that fate (al-qadar) harbors
against him:
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However, Fate, which refuses to be anything other than a furious enemy to me,
has denied me this and has decreed something unexpected. A disease that made
me forget my own disease, which I was considering to treat, has struck my wife.
I am distressed, absent-minded, and frightened, and my heart is divided between
my long-standing illness and my ailing better half.

734 al-Hulaywi (1966: 26).
735 English translation inspired by Creswell (2018: 135).
3¢ al-Hulaywi (1966: 157).
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Again, we find in the last line of the above excerpt a use of parallelism that builds
up the theme of illness and suffering: This time, the parallelism comes in the form
of the semantic and syntactic correspondence: “mahmiim al-nafs muwazza * al-lubb
mustatar al-shu ‘wr muqassam al-qalb” (lit. ‘distressed [spirit], absent-minded,
frightened [out of one’s senses], divided heart’), as well as in the form of
phonological correspondence: “da7 al-qadim wa-nisfi al-saqgim” (‘my
long-standing illness and my ailing better half’).

Aside from the many mentions of the heart and its physical and psychological
ailments, the letters of al-Shabb1 contain another important disclosure about his
physical health: namely, the attacks of so-called nawbat (sg. nawbah, or coll.
nitbah, pl. nibat), which may be translated as ‘fits’ or ‘paroxysms.’’?’ Per
definition, a nawbah, in the sense of ‘paroxysm,” could be either a sudden
worsening of physical symptoms pertaining to an illness or a severe or violent
emotional outburst.”?®

It is not entirely clear from the text what these nawbat that afflict al-Shabb1
refer to, given the metaphorical and generalized description of them. Their
description suggests that they afflict his whole being, the physical and emotional
body, as opposed to a specific body part or physical organ. Thus, while not
excluding the possibility of the word encompassing the meaning of an extreme
increase in the physical symptoms of illness, al-Shabbi does seem to opt for or
emphasize the emotional and psychological sense of the word:
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Then, the fit [al-nawbah], which I so resent, struck me. It wrapped itself around
me like the violent storm that shows no mercy. The tongues of shouting voices
that never keep quiet destroyed the calm of life for me, and around my heart
flocked the images, ghosts, and thoughts and memories.

Compare the above excerpt, with the following description of the nawbah. Here,
the description is based on a wordplay with the meanings of the word nawbah;
besides physical and/or emotional fits, the word is also used to refer to an idea of

37 Wehr (1979: keyword: “nwb”).

738 Wehr (1979: keyword: “nwb”) and Stevenson and Lindberg (2010: keyword: “paroxysm”).
9 Le. 2,

70 al-Hulaywi (1966: 75).
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inspiration from Greek mythology, and more specifically, “the inspiration in
poetry” (nawbat al-shi 'r). al-Shabb1 speaks of “the goddess of poetry” (rabbat
al-shi 'r) that, in turn, correlate with the muse(s) in Greek religion and mythology;
that is, the goddess(es) that inspire art, literature, dance, and other knowledge, and
upon which the poet and other artists and thinkers depend.’*! Here, it is noticeable
that al-Shabbi did not opt for the ancient Arabian concept of the Jinn’ as a source
of inspiration to the sha'ir (‘poet’), the kahin (‘priest’), and the ‘arraf
(‘diviner’).” Nevertheless, here the nawbah is presented as a poetic inspiration
that comes in the form of an emotional fit.
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As for now — if you are interested to know — the inspiration [nawbah] of poetry
rules over my emotions and thoughts. The goddess of poetry plays her songs on
her golden lyre with an extraordinary violence that shakes my sensitive core. I do
not know when this fit will subside nor when the goddess of the songs will
disappear into her distant, hidden horizon.

7.2.6 The Environment and Health: Holistic Approaches to
Physical and Mental Health

Similar to a Western 19" and 20™ century context, the idea of there being certain
types of environments that are especially suitable for the sick and their recovery is

741
742

Howatson (2011: keyword: “muses”).

In ancient (pre-Islamic) Arabian religion, the Jinn (al-jinn or al-jann) refers to supernatural
entities that were believed to inhabit the desert and gained a status of semi- or quasi-
divinities. The notion of the Jinn, short of their semi-divine status, was acknowledged in
Islamic religion and theology with various conceptions. See Bearman et al. (2012: keyword:
“Djinn”)

NB: The definition of these three ancient Arabian figures are debatable and may, here,
appear as more straightforward than the scholarly debate about them actually shows. For the
purpose of simplification, I am using the English terms ‘poet,” ‘priest,” and ‘diviner.” See
Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “Sha‘ir”; “Kahin”; ' Arraf”).

744 al-Hulaywi (1966: 105).

743

209



210

* BROTHERLY LETTERS

present in the correspondences examined here.”* Likewise, there are certain types
of environments that can be detrimental to the health of an already ailing person.’

In the 20" century Western context, we find that landscapes that have long been
eulogized and romanticized, such as the desert and the mountains, were places
believed to be good for a person suffering from tuberculosis.”*” In the context of
our Tunisian letter writers, the summer heat in places like Kairouan is frowned
upon, while the climate of places like Ain Draham (‘Ayn Drahim), in the
North-West, with its mountains and greenery, is looked upon favorably.

When the health of both al-Shabbi and his wife was deteriorating, al-Hulayw1
advised him and his wife to leave the semi-desert Djerid of Tozeur, in the south,
and head to another place in the country, where not only was the climate moderate,
but where he might also find the essential comforts of life, medicines, and a
doctor.”*® However, while the desert climate might have a negative effect on the
sick body, al-Hulayw1 does praise its advantages with respect to mental and
spiritual health. Here, the Romantic trope of original unity (of subject/mind/spirit
and object/nature/cosmos), or a “one with all,”’* is used:
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Over there, in the desert, the contemplator forgets himself and his person. He rids
himself of his material chains to become an “idea” that roams in that large
existence and a tiny particle among the particles that make up this totality [a/-kull
al-shamil). There, the soul [rizh], floating in the Supreme Kingdom [al-malakiit

al-a ‘la], senses the kinship and the strong relation between itself and the floating
air in space, the beaming brightness in the realms of light, the star that shines in

75 Sontag (1977: 33).

76 al-Hulaywi (1966: 186).
7 Sontag (1977: 33).

78 al-Hulaywi (1966: 159).
9 Davis (2018: 2).

50 al-Hulaywi (1966: 65).
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the middle of the sky, in that intense darkness and moonlit night, the yellow sand,
and everything in and of existence [a/-wujid).

Additionally, we find in the above excerpt an almost poetic diction that further
informs the literariness of the letter text. While certainly being a feature of
phonological and syntactic parallelism, we may also find that the use of rhyme and
assonance (phonological parallelism) draws to mind the style of classical rhymed
prose (saj ): “[fi] al-fada’...[ft ‘awalim] al-diya’...[fi ajwaz] al-sama’...[fi tilka]
al-takhya’...al-qamra’...al-safra”™ (‘[in] space...[in the realms of] light... [in the
middle of the] sky...intense...moonlit...yellow’).

Moreover, the trope of primordial or existential unity draws to mind the
contested, mystical expression wihdat al-wujiid (‘the unity/oneness of
existence/being’) found in Sufism. The meaning and understanding of the
expression — often (erroneously) attributed to MuhyT al-Din ibn al-‘Arabi’*! (d.
638/1240) — have differed throughout time. However, wihdat al-wujiid may be
understood in three significant ways that are also of relevance when examining the

intertextuality of al-HulaywT’s text:”>2

1. in its most controversial, and perhaps most misunderstood, form: monism,
in the sense of ‘neither God nor other than God’;

2. in its less controversial form: subjective experience, in the sense of the
‘oneness of being’ being mere perception or something that occurs in the
mind during a state of ecstasy or consciousness. Hence, what actually takes
place is wihdat al-shuhiud, ‘the oneness of witnessing/appearance.’

3. inits early notion: wujid (lit. ‘finding’) was understood by early Sufis like
Abii al-Qasim al-Qushayri (465/1074) and Abt Nasr al-Sarraj (d. 378/988)
in its Quranic sense, as it appears in 24:39: “but he finds [wajada] God.”
Thus, in its sense of ‘finding,’ it refers to a conscious state in which the
finder (al-wajid) is only aware of God.

51 According to Chittick in Bearman et al. (2012: keyword: “wahdat al-shuhiid”), we find the
carliest usage of the term in the teachings of the persecuted Sufi and philosopher Ibn Sab‘in
(d. ca. 669/1270). As regards Ibn al-‘Arabi, despite common belief, he does not employ this
expression as a label of a monistic theological doctrine, but rather wujiid signifies “finding
the Real [i.e. God] in ecstasy” (via Bearman et al. [2012: keyword: “wahdat al-shuhtd”]).
These understandings of the term are based on Chittick in Bearman et al. (2012: keyword:
“wahdat al-shuhtid”).
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Considering the actual wordings of the above passage from al-Hulaywt’s letter, I
find that the least plausible inter-text, or perhaps inter-discourse, would be the third
one (the early Quranic sense), while the more relatable one would be one of the
first two notions, that is, the notions of either monism or subjective experience.
The clue is found in al-HulaywT’s train of thought: starting from contemplating
(observing), then moving to the idea of the abstraction of the self (or perhaps ego
death) (tajarrud), and then, finally, to the soul (rizh) that freely roams in the entirety
of existence, experiencing its affinity with “[...] everything in and of existence,”
which, other than the natural world, would also include everything metaphysical
that rings true to the experiencing subject.

Again, the idea of original unity that reverberates in the above passage may
also allude to the non-dualist, pantheistic mindset of both European and Arab

Romantics, such as Jibran,”>?

a mindset that recognizes the divine as both
transcendent and immanent in relation to the natural world and its creatures
(including human beings).”>* It is also possible that al-HulaywT provides a spiritual
synthesis of indigenious and non-indigenous monistic and pantheistic traditions,
similar to what Jibran did in his work The Prophet (1923).7%

In connection to the pantheistic outlook, it is also worth mentioning al-Shabb1’s
poem “Iradat al-hayah” (‘The Will of Life’) that he wrote in the northwestern
coastal town Tabarka (Tabargah) in September 1933.7°¢ In this poem, one finds an
allusion to the Mother or Earth Goddess, when the poet directs his speech to the
earth and addresses it as “Mother’”: “The Earth answered me, when I asked: O
Mother, do you hate mankind?” (wa-galat liya l-ardu lamma sa’altu: aya ummu
hal takrahina I-bashar?),”” after which Mother Earth answers that she bestows
her bounties upon the people of ambition (fumiih) and risktaking (khatar) and
curses those who do not keep up with time (/a@ yumashi z-zamana) and live the life
of stone ( ‘ayshi [-hajar).”*® Thus, while Mother Earth loves life and despises death,
it is because of her maternal compassion for her creatures (umiimatu qalbi r-ra im,
‘the motherliness of my tender heart’) that she allows her soil to house the dead.”’

In an earlier letter written in June 1932, al-Shabbi informs al-Hulayw1 about
his change of plans regarding the summer holidays, which are based on his doctor’s

753 See article by Tanritanir (2016).

734 Bowker (2000: keyword: “pantheism”).
755 Tanritanir (2016: 17).

756 Cherait (2002: 48).

757 al-Asmar (2013: 75).

738 al-Asmar (2013: 75).

759 al-Asmar (2013: 75).
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orders. He lets al-Hulayw1 know that he is only able to stay with him in Béni
Khalled for two days, instead of for the entire vacation, for the following reason:

sisuall ol sa sed (I agall Lail g N Al 4l daal Y ol g a2 ) ¢ s o
e bl dgal) i ald Lail g o silSH sl 5a 5l (Al S e ol sl (52
T[] el 2 e sl (51 B B 28 Gl 5 gl il A

Olive trees, despite their benefits, are of no bearing to me [health wise]. Rather,
what is of bearing is the air of the pine tree, which I love with all my heart, or the
air of the Eucalyptus tree. Moreover, for me, he [the doctor] preferred the
mountainous region to the lowlands. Therefore, I have decided on Ain Draham

[...]

Upon finally arriving Ain Draham sometime in June or July, al-Shabbi
acknowledges that he is undergoing a very slow recovery process. It seems that his
initial hope in the healing properties of nature turned out to be a false one, and as
a result, he finds that his mental health is negatively affected. It is also during this
stay that he is afflicted with the nightmarish nawbah’®! described above.

5 yay Jen e llpms o g Ul s il i Tam today o s (8 el L
e U8 il y Al Lo g oLindll 13 dndy a5 (o8 ymii
Sl ¢ aaal) 3hall S (5 a5 2ty (5 mam Jifl DAYl 5 Sall 5 dxial

762 saball 52l Lbeaall Ll Wl ieghi plaily

As regards my recovery, for it is progressing very slow, [so slow that,] even as [
am surrounded by worlds of beauty and enchantment, I may become downhearted
and the open land before me becomes closed and straitened. The boredom and
despair obstructs all forms of enjoyment, thought, and dreaming. Thus, I kill my
annoyance by singing and I fill the slow, gloomy rides of life with tunes inspired
by the forest, where only the singing of the birds can be heard.

al-Shabb1’s disappointing experience with unspoiled nature in terms of its healing
and stabilizing properties through its beauty and vitality may seem antithetical to
the common Romantic sentiment of nature as a source of both physical and
spiritual renewal.’®> However, not all Romantic writers shared such an idealization

760 al-Hulaywi (1966: 71).
761 al-Hulaywi (1966: 76).
762 al-Hulaywi (1966: 75).
763 France (2015), Clark (2011: 13-14, 16), and Léwy and Sayre (2018: 82).

213



214

* BROTHERLY LETTERS

or optimism regarding nature, which reveals a darker side of its conceptualization,
recognizing a mysterious and intangible ominous aspect of nature.’”**

Yet, as in other instances in the correspondences, our letter writers’ sentiments
may turn out to be contradictory or to undergo change over time. In a later letter
to al-Hulaywi, dated 19 December 1933, al-Shabb1 seems to look fondly back on
his stay in Ain Draham. Now, al-Shabbi acknowledges a personal growth
(tatawwur) and spiritual transformation (inqilab rithi) that were put into motion by
the beauty of nature (jamal al-tabi ‘ah).”®® Thus, the combination of nature and a
reactive, ailing body and spirit appears not only to reveal truths about the self, but
also, consequently, to function as a catalyst for refined artistic creativity.
According to al-Shabbl his two “new” poems, “al-Sabah al-jadid” (‘New
Morning’) and “Nashid al-jabbar” (‘The Song of the Giant’), reflect the personal
and spiritual transformation that took place within nature.’®

The transformation entails critical insights into his (human) personality and
uncovers a newfound mindset and an emotional resilience based on derision, as
opposed to a previously sustained emotional reactivity:

LS sl Gunanl g 3Ladl 2T Jaii) i€ ) (V) sl (g i Gl Lail
Allall 35k 5 ALl Ay L) ails oY) W el aals li5 de jlia iy
767 3 ga ol Jlasy il

The difference between me and my old self is that I used to endure the pains of
life and experience its thorns with a frail mind and a weeping heart, but as for
now, I face life with the smile of the sarcastic and the gaze of the dreamer who is
intoxicated with the beauty of existence.

7.2.7 Masculine Performances and Self-Making

With regard to the psychology of the male epistolary “I”’- and “You”-characters
that emerges from the letter texts, we may discern a (self-)destructive, and perhaps
even aggressive, emotionality. The letter writers’ disclosures about their existential
struggles and mental health appear to convey the moral that “the emotional man is

7

N

4 Clark (2011: 16).

765 al-Hulaywi (1966: 132-133).

766 al-Hulaywi (1966: 133). The two poems can be found in al-Asmar (2013: 15-18, 193-195).
767 al-Hulaywi (1966: 132).
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too good for this world,”’®® in the sense that he is either led down the path of
(self-)destruction or ceases to feel or be emotional at all.”®

Another prominent feature of the young (male) artist is his negatively charged
view of marriage, which is spoken of as a “crime” (jinayah), and the cultural
traditions and customs that pressure the individual to act dependently. In a letter
written to al-HulaywT in February 1934, upon the news of al-Shabbi having a
second child, al-Bashriish writes:

Aleldy I 138 (e s jat Y i€ g eliaag o] G S0 e cliaa Ja [L.]

O Logy 4l il Alilad ) (9 SLala 5 a1 ALY asls 8 ol 5 spaa 4l cpl 4l
sps 4o dang Le uale 131 (S5 $la 5 W S5 1 5 2638 Alia dal 5 )
135 il Alin o8 Lae SIS Jans sl s Ll aale 3 5ila e e a8 B
O A oagad Lo aid i) Jass oll 3] 4Dl 5 ddaia 58 id (LA S
iy | el Sl o ol beala L o) i la iy JOEY) ) g 5555 9 a0

TT0..] <A Rl Apsdiyy

[...] Has he [al-Shabbi] told you about Jalal? If he has not told you and you do
not know who this Jalal is, then know that he is al-Shabbi’s newborn son, who
was born just these last days. al-Shabbi is now a family father [ab [i- ‘G ’ilah].
Once, I told him that his marriage is a crime [jinayah] and he sighed and said to
me: “How could it not be a crime?” However, if you knew about what surrounds
him, as he is in his village, in terms of oppressing customs, you would know that
it is more the crime of the surroundings than it is the crime of al-Shabbi. If
al-ShabbT has any fault [dhanb] in this matter, then it is his weakness before and
submission to these dumb surroundings. For as much as you see in him rebellion
and striving for independence, you also see him retractive and submissive,
refusing to do something that would oppose “the village mentality” [...]

The above passage is quite telling in terms of revealing a sense of lack of autonomy
for the young man and the lack of freedom that he experiences in his own conduct
of (private) life. Here, which may come as a surprise to some readers, the young
man from the village runs the risk of being bound or limited by the oppressive or
coercive customs and values found in his local community. It is not entirely clear
what constitutes the crime in getting married and about what the implicit negativity

8 Quote translated from Swedish: “[d]en kéinslosamma mannen tycks vara for god for denna
vérld” (Hansen 2004: 8).

7% Hansen (2004: 8).

710 al-HulaywT (1966: 185). First occurrence of single guillemet in original.
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toward entering fatherhood””! really is. However, my tentative suggestion,”’* as I
interpret the letter texts as a whole, is that what is at stake is individual freedom
and the young man’s artistic calling, which is most likely hindered or limited by
the emotional, social, and material responsibilities that come with marriage and
fatherhood for young men.

Ironically, al-Bashriish himself, who condemned al-Shabbt for his marriage
and accused him of committing a crime, also eventually gives into societal and

773 al-Hulaywi is the only one out of the three friends

cultural norms and marries.
who seems to have a positive view of marriage and fatherhood, while these two
matters arguably still pertain to the mundanity of life. Upon receiving
al-Bashriish’s criticism, al-Hulaywi consoles al-Shabbt and provides him with his

thoughts on marriage and fatherhood:
LS Ay lals) Jliel (3 DY) G il Adiy ey ) 215 el
Ua g JS g0 (A cpalll ) 138 oy s Jgb il B ellly -
O G s 4l 8 Waliasd i) clbacatll 4S5 W 5 ) salaw s
peY Bl oY) 8 Adlas ) 5 31 O a5 - 3 _pall Balad) Aflgy s
775 3,83540) 3aaatall W13 LeIDA (e (e s ) 33 jyaall 4 Hlall 7740 (Ul

Beware of being deceived by al-Bashriish’s resentment by considering your
marriage a crime, as he put it to me in his letter. Will the hand of this damned
literature extend so far as to snatch everything from us, even the happiness of
[creating a] family? Are the sacrifices we have already made for its sake not
enough for it to lead us to sacrifice even this small happiness? Even if it is true
that marriage is silliness, children [lit. ‘sons’] are a joy, because they are the
naked and pure selves of us through whom we can study our own complex and
disguised selves.

In construing diverse and complex masculinities within the context of Arabic
literature (and beyond), it is meaningful and relevant to highlight al-Hulayw1’s

7 1 am using the gendered term ‘fatherhood,” as opposed to ‘parenthood,’ given the gendered
context in which the notion of parenthood is discussed, as indicated by the expression “ab
li- ‘@’ilah” (‘a family father’).

To my knowledge, there is no previous research on this topic of manhood and fatherhood in
relation to this period and geographical area to be able to suggest anything more than an
interpretation.

73 al-Hulaywi (1966: 157).

7 and (‘I') with possessive suffix -na (first person plural) (‘our”), literally ‘our “I”’s.’

755 al-Hulaywi (1966: 141).
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reasoning for viewing children (abna’, lit. ‘sons’) as a source of joy or happiness
(sa ‘ddah). We find that an obsolete idea about the continuation of the patrilineage
and the bringing forth of heirs is not the first (seemingly) spontaneous or instinctive
reason for having children; rather, the reason is deeply relational on a
psychological (intersubjective) on level. For al-Hulaywi, children allow us to learn
about and scrutinize our own selves or essence (dhat) through their purity and
innocence of being. Thus, the child becomes a clear mirror in which he, as the
father, can wholly and truthfully see his own self (dhat).

Repeatedly, we find the idea of the so-called “simple life,” which includes —
besides marriage — academic and vocational pursuits and tasks (outside of
art/literature), that ultimately constitute an unsatisfying and depressing way of
leading life.”’® As mentioned earlier, devoting oneself exclusively to what they see
as the simple and materialistic life and retreating from the literary enterprise is
harshly labeled as “suicide” and may even lead to a separation (between friends).”””

We may discern the idea that art (fann) is a spirituality and that the litterateur,
the adib, is actualizing a spiritual or prophetic call. As indicated earlier, the actual
depth — and indeed survival — of the letter writers’ friendship is dependent on their
resilience in fulfilling their higher purpose as creators of art (literature). Moreover,
as emphasized by al-Hulaywi, this call does not exist and act in isolation from
society; rather it is consequential to a state of affairs. Both al-Hulaywi and
al-Shabbi speak quite elaborately of the character, principles, and function of the
adib, all of which appear to be centered on the idea of progress (taqaddum) and
elevation (nuhiid) through (the revival of) the creative mind and refined
literature.”’® In the words of al-Hulaywf:

asntd diag g aill ) Qi (B oo IS8 (onims D sl 5 J i Gl cud¥I L]
el an 5 () siay o Gl sy W g 4ilSlaa s aal oy 58 e S
oA A sa (el ranall g ATl als (e @ g ¥ (ay 131 5 ail) 4

779 sl g @) (33 yha Ao Al g a0 il
[...] The true litterateur is a Messenger [i.e. apostle]; the Messenger sacrifices

everything for the sake of his Message [risalatihi] and he forgives everything for
his people. Rather, he defies fate [al-dahr] and its inclemencies and he does not

77 See e.g. al-HulaywT (1966: 45, 48, 95, 191).
777 al-Hulaywi (1966: 63).

778 al-Hulaywi (1966: 94, 98-99).

7 al-HulaywT (1966: 94).
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allow despair to reach his elevated soul [rizh] and woke spirit [nafs].”®® If the
litterateur would give up all hope and content himself with disappointment and
silence from life, then who will bring the people out of their misery and guide
them on the path of progress and elevation?

As he often does, al-Hulaywt ties into religious discourse when discussing the role
of the literature (al-adab) and the litterateur, or adib, which is undeniably a
prophetic and spiritual role that exceeds the confinements of the subject and its
immediate surroundings and interpersonal relationships to also include the greater
society. Thus, the man that is inclined to this higher call of art is ideally
characterized by self-sacrifice, resilience, and an emotional sensibility that enables
him to empathize with the dormant and stagnant world outside of himself and his
own small faction of peers.”!

Considering the above, it seems as if the group of three friends, among
themselves, created an intimate homosocial context in which they could express —
and sometimes actualize — their innermost aspirations, hopes, and concerns for
their society and culture, from which they in their personal lives could not escape
or truly liberate themselves from as young, radical, or critical thinkers, whether in
terms of their concerns about oppressive and impeding traditions or the
conservative and neo-classist forces in the stagnant field of art and literature (and
wider society), or their personal existential struggles and inquiries about life and
its purpose. Indeed, they managed to create a temporary “safe haven” where they
openly — and, mostly, without judgement — could vent taboos (such as seemingly
blasphemous art), their resentment for the status quo and societal norms, and
physical and mental health, even while paradoxically — or so it seems — leaning
into religious and mythical imagery when doing so.

7.2.8 Concluding Segment Two: Rasa ‘il al-Shabbr

This second segment of the analysis placed the correspondences that took place
between the friends Abii al-Qasim al-Shabbi and Muhammad al-Hulayw1 and
between al-Hulayw1 and Muhammad al-Bashriish at the center when investigating
the letters’ literary and narrative themes and properties.

780 Here, it is perhaps reasonable to understand nafs in the sense of ‘mind,” while in other
instances nafs and rith may both be understood as ‘soul.” As related in Lane (1864:
keyword: “n-f-s”), they may be differentiated by “the latter is that whereby life; and the
former, that whereby there is intellect, or reason.” (Italics in original)

81 Cf. al-Hulaywi (1966: 98).
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By identifying (inducting) and examining the main themes of: the characters’
dynamics, observations of life and the self, stories of the body (illness and physical
health), health and environment, and masculine performances and self-making, the
analysis was able to further gather and discuss the following points:

e Symmetries and asymmetries and triangulations within the representations
of the letter writers’ interpersonal relationships, which are easily put into
motion or disrupted by each party through ardent admiration,
self-abasement, or censure (of another party). One of the central
observations in this regard is the utilization of a mythicizing discourse that
draws on the Ancient Greek and Islamic traditions.

e Many of the observations of life and the self and their textual representation
are tied to mental health and the inner states and viewpoints of the
experiencing subject, which constitute an integral part of the letter texts’
narrative and literary composition. Again, we find the dual presence of
non-indigenous themes from the Ancient Greek and Western Romantic
tradition and indigenous themes from the classical Arabic literary tradition.

e Scarce and often ambiguous accounts about the physical body, despite
concerns and ailments connected to physical health probably absorbing the
extra-textual reality.

¢ Holistic approaches to the environment and physical, mental, and spiritual
health, which may be read in the light of both non-indigenous
(Romanticism) and indigenous (Sufism) traditions.

e Masculine performances and self-making within an intimate homosocial
context that functions as a safe and often non-judgmental space for
self-expressivity, individuality, and self-actualization that may challenge
the status quo (of arts and culture) and societal norms that affect the
artist/adib and the contemporary young man.

Based on the equally literary delivery’®? of these themes in the letters of Rasa il
al-Shabbi, mainly through narrative composition (incl. dialogs), metaphor, and
rhetorical figures of parallelism on several levels (phonological, syntactic, and
semantic), I am prompted to conclude that they carry within them a literary genius.
Furthermore, this literariness of the letter texts, and indeed the letter collection as
a whole, can be explained by using stylistic and narrative analysis as well as

82 As also found in the analysis of al-Ilighiyyat in “Segment One” (§ 7.1).
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intertextual tools that reveal thematic and creative recycling and appropriations of
literary and discursive indigenous and non-indigenous traditions.



8. Conclusions and Discussion

The hypothesis that letters have the capacity for an aesthetic autonomy and an
expression of some kind of literary genius has been tested through a text-centered,
narratological and stylistic approach. The letter texts’ aesthetic autonomy and
literary genius may be supported by and argued for from the point of view of their
“world-representative,” or “world-constructive,” material and the ways in which
they relate to and tap into other texts (broadly understood) from indigenous and
non-indigenous traditions and conventions — literary and non-literary. While I
believe that the letter texts’ literary genius, which refers to the embedded literary
elements and qualities of the texts, can be asserted through a narratological and
stylistic approach, I recognize that some challenges to the question of their
autonomy need to be addressed before answering in the affirmative to that specific
question.

My working definition of “aesthetic autonomy” has been the letter texts’ ability
to stand alone as self-contained aesthetic objects: “alone” as in “detached or
decontextualized” from their extra-textual historical context and materiality.
However, one may identify a second layer to this notion of aesthetic autonomy:
namely, the letter texts’ potential to stand alone either in their singular form or as
part of a larger epistolary constellation (i.e. the correspondence[s]). Several factors
would inform the answers to these questions and it does not seem to be as simple
as giving an answer in either the affirmative or the negative. I would argue that it
is important to acknowledge that these factors involve both the study object and
the studying subject.

From a reader’s perceptive, I recognize that the letter text can be appreciated
and read on two (or more) levels at once, as both document and art, which is a
duality that would also condition or inform the aesthetic autonomy of the letter
text. As mentioned earlier in the study, I do not deny or discard the referentiality
of letter texts of the non-fiction genre, which differs from the referentiality of
purely fictional letters. However, this is not to be confused with the convenient and
harsh distinction between fact and fiction, document and art. Again, the issue goes
back to the two notions of world-imaging (representation) and world-construing
(fiction), which both more and less draw on the actual world as a human frame of
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reference.”® Here, I would like to draw on the words of DoleZel, who states that
“[t]he universe of discourse is not restricted to the actual world but spreads over
uncountable possible, nonactualized worlds.”’®* 1 find it valid — logically and
philosophically — that all discourses — regardless of genre — carry within them this
world-construing potential and a loyalty that may not always lie with actuality nor
with historicity.”8’

Given the study’s text-centered approach to the letter texts, historicity, at least,
was not an issue that this study delved into or concerned itself with substantially.
Thus, in a Genettian spirit, my focus remained on the material which is directly
available to me as a reader and researcher, that is, the narrative (discourse) and its
story (content).’8¢ Here, I recall Genette’s disclaimer, which also rings true to the
way in which I have approached the letter texts in my analysis:

I do not mean to suggest that the narrative content of the Recherche has no
connection with the life of its author [Marcel Proust], but simply that this
connection is not such that the latter can be used for a rigorous analysis of the
former (any more than the reverse). As to the narrating that produced the
narrative, the act of Marcel recounting his past life, we will be careful from this
point on not to confuse it with the act of Proust writing the Recherche du temps
perdu.™

In the end, I believe, it all boils down to analytical focus and perspective with
respect to the subject matter, which does not necessarily mean that we need to
discard the importance of another focus or perspective when dealing with this
subject. In this study, I have chosen to explore what results a text-centered
approach may yield when testing the hypothesis about the letter texts’ literary
genius and aesthetic autonomy.

Although not determinative but substantiating, one may first establish whether
the letters or correspondences — as the study object — are in their published or
publishable form. Existing theorization”®® about published letters already supports
the idea of regarding them as editorial creations, which entails an artificial and
creative — and perhaps even illusory — representation of the ur-letters. In relation

783 Cf. Dolezel (1998: 20-21).

8 Dolezel (1998: 17).

75 Cf. Dolezel (1998: 13).

78 NB: Genette’s subject is limited to the narrative (the signifier; discourse) and does not
include the story (the signified; narrative content). See Genette (1980: 27).

87 Genette (1998: 28).

788 Jolly and Stanley (2005) and Stanley and Dampier (2008). Also discussed in “Theoretical
Framework and Method of Analysis” (§ 5) in Part I1.
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to published letters in the non-fiction genre, I would even argue that the idea of
“the ur-letters” is implied by the reader, unless they have the original letters in
front them, in which case they can determine the degree of formal and substantive
agreement. Nevertheless, even in that case, we are still dealing with a discursive
construction and subjective representation of an (presumed) extra-textual reality to
which we do not have direct access as readers.

Thus, the researcher’s (the studying subject’s) disciplinary angle and
conceptual approach to the letter is relevant for how questions about aesthetic
autonomy and literary genius are answered.

This study’s theoretical framework, with its anchors in epistolarity theory,
narratology, and stylistics, together with a set of broad text-centered working
questions, allowed for a variety of literary properties and themes to be identified:
textual properties that support and illustrate the idea of the letter texts’ literary
genius and aesthetic autonomy.

How do the letters produce stories? And how does narrative organization, style,
and vocabulary affect story making?
All of the correspondences that were sampled for this study use the tool of
intertextuality in their story making. The presence of inter-texts (and
inter-discourses), both indigenous and non-indigenous, is a prominent feature of
this creative enterprise in all of the correspondences, regardless of whether they
are found in al-Illighiyyat or Rasa’il al-Shabbr. While the thematic content and
execution of these inter-texts may differ from one work to another, and from one
correspondent to another, their utilization in the making or formation of the
epistolary story is universal. Indigenous (Arab and/or Islamic) and non-indigenous
(Western) inter-texts, in the form of literary and non-literary traditions and
conventions, create a seemingly dissonant discourse of innovation and renewal that
taps into an immanent classicist point of view. Of course, one could also formulate
it the other way around: a seemingly dissonant discourse of tradition and revival
that taps into an immanent innovative or anti-traditionalist point of view. However,
I believe this formulation is anachronistic at face value and it de-emphasizes or
escapes the important observation that innovation often springs out of a core or set
of existing rules.

I also believe that it is fruitful and necessary to emphasize the shift from a
reductionist point of view that regards the modern nahdah phenomena as a
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historically and geographically isolated scenario of “East meets West.”’® That is,
in order to widen our understanding of Arabic literature from the second half of
the 19 century and the early 20™ century, it is important to question whether the
trope of “renaissance,” as in “rebirth,” and other related tropes, such as progress
(tagaddum) and elevation (nuhiid), exclusively signifies the way in which
non-Western societies and their producers of culture conceived their entrance onto
a historical stage of (colonial) modernity.””® These questions leave us with much
to dig in, but here I recall an observation made by Muhsin J. al-Musawi that brings
a lot of nuance to the contested subject of tradition versus modernity. al-Musawi
observes that modern Arab poets, such as Adunis, viewed tradition “as larger than
the canon, and therefore, as a debatable ground that should not be confused with
hegemonic discourse.””! Thus, we also need to investigate how tradition was
conceived within the context of the literary enterprise and by individual writers as
reflected in their work, as became clear from the features of intertextuality in the
sampled letter texts.

Arguably, a poetics of dissent and opposition, as al-Musawi speaks of it,”? is
a phenomenon of different scales that can be witnessed at other points of time in
Arabic literary history. Hence, the recognition of a historical presence of
self-reflective retrospection, and perhaps also prospection, which took place in
light of a present state of affairs (whether personal, societal, or communal) and that
gave birth to various ideas about rootedness, reform, and cultural and religious
revival or awakening creates new ways of studying the nahdah of modernity from
a non-reductionist point of view.

Furthermore, as made clear by the integration of Greek myth by al-Hulayw1
and al-Shabbi, the non-indigenous is not necessarily located on the innovative or
contemporary side of the spectrum. In al-Stsi’s letters, however, the
non-indigenous appears to be located on the contemporary side, as demonstrated
by the four generic elements found in the Western tradition of diary fiction: the
setting, the action, the writer, and the writing.”*

Moreover, on a stylistic note, although perhaps not very surprisingly at this
point, we find a universal feature of parallelism on several levels: phonology,
lexicon, syntax, and semantics. Additionally, with regard to vocabulary (lexicon),

78 Hill (2015: 261, 271) and Rastegar (2013).

790 Cf. Hill (2015: 261, 271) and Rastegar (2013).
71 al-Musawi (2006b: 237).

72 al-Musawi (2006b: 237, 245-246, 248).

73 As outlined by Abbott (1985: 15-16).
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al-Siist in particular demonstrates his conversance with an archaic/classical literary
style through the deliberate use of — to a modern Arabic reader — rare and
non-everday words. Thus, one may find that such rhetorical and linguistic features
indeed also establish a relationship of intertextuality to a foregone literary and
poetic tradition.

What kind of story worlds and characters do the letters construct? How are events
and subjective sentiments reproduced and transformed in the epistolary written
text?

The common — although not extensive — incorporation of dialog in the form of
reported speech and, on top of that, a standardized variant of Arabic creates a
deceptive illusion of mimesis and dramatic effect. The deceptiveness of such
representations of speech lies in the transcription and intentional or conscious
translation of “natural dialog” (that is, an assumed vernacular, real-life speech) into
an unnatural, stylized dialog of everyday life, which informs the text’s literariness.

Observed events — regardless of their historicity — and subjective sentiments
are, as most prominently demonstrated by the letter writers in Rasa il al-Shabbr,
reproduced as and transformed into mythicizing and Romantic discourses about
the world and themselves as subjects and agents within that same world. Among
the shared features of the sampled correspondences, from both al-lllighiyyat and
Rasa’il al-Shabbr, is a modality based in the pre-Islamic notion of dhamm al-dahr,
‘the censure of time/fate’: a modality that determines the kinds of constraints,
conditions, and necessities that the letter writers, as epistolary characters, have to
encounter and deal with in the (story) world. In all cases, dhamm al-dahr exceeds
the purpose of being a classicist “stock theme” from pre-Islamic poetry and
operates the parameters of agency and interrelation between the subject and the
events.

With regard to the three correspondences sampled from al-Illighiyyat, 1 found
that poetry, as a textual element, has the ability to correlate with other textual
elements and carry a significance in the train of events, that is, the story. This
feature is illustrated by poetry being used as speech representation and becoming
part of the epistolary narrative as a recount of events.

How do such properties inform the discursive images of masculinity and
homosociality?

The emotional and psychological realities of male experiences are found to be
repeatedly manifested in the literary delivery of all the sampled correspondences.
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Within the letter texts, the voice and image of the masculine appears dynamically
and with a versatility that brings nuances to and, sometimes, challenges monolithic
narratives around masculinity and cultural and racialized generalizations about it.
The correspondence shows that male emotions and expressivity carry within them
a subversive potential in relation to the setting in which they occur: primarily, an
anti-colonial and religious reformist potential, for the correspondents in
al-Illighiyyat, and an anti-conservative and literary reformist potential, for the
correspondents in Rasd il al-Shabbr. In both cases, homosociality, in the sense of
male bonding and friendship, seems to open up an intimate space in which the male
subjects can express and actualize their innermost aspirations, hopes, and
concerns, often through imagery and the language of surrounding texts, genres,
and discourses, both indigenous and non-indigenous, past and contemporaneous.

8.1 Suggestions for Future Research

There is still much more to be explored and developed when it comes to the literary
study of Arabic letter writing. While it has not been possible to address and delve
into all aspects of the subject matter within the frame of this single dissertation, I
hope that this study will be able to suggest to researchers possible focuses for
future research as part of my exploratory quest to introduce narrative and stylistic
approaches to the published modern Arabic letter. There follow below a few
suggestions for future research.

A more comprehensive and comparative literary study that deals either with
both pre-modern and modern Arabic letters or with several collections of letters
from a specific time period is called for —too large a project to be justifiably
completed within the timeframe of a PhD.

The findings of this study that pertain to narrative and style are also potential
gateways to future research about Arabic epistolarity and theorization thereof. One
such example would be to look for and study different narrative levels in Arabic
letter texts: extradiegetic, intradiegetic, and metadiegetic levels as well as possible
cases of metalepsis.’”*

I would also encourage future research within the field of Arabic literature to
contribute to the larger interdisciplinary field of men’s studies by examining the
image of masculinity and/or homosociality and to keep such notions ambient

% T.e. the main plot (outside the story world), the event story (inside the story world),

embedded narratives, and possible mergences or breaches between narrative levels (as in a
character narrator of one level appearing on another, higher narrative level). See Guillemette
and Lévesque (2016).
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enough to encompass a plurality of masculinities and male bonding. This would
make it possible to examine and demonstrate how the idea of diverse masculinities
also reverberates in the literary constructs of non-Western males and masculine
performances, fictional or otherwise.

Of course, in connection to gender studies and Arabic epistolarity, an arduous
search for Arabic letter writing and works in the risalah format by female subjects,
especially pre-modern specimens, is also needed in order to augment these fields
of research with non-Western and female examples.
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9. Summary

This study analyzes a corpus consisting of a sampling of Arabic private letters
found in the two published works: al-lllighiyyat (1963), by the Moroccan writer
and scholar Muhammad al-Mukhtar al-Stst (1900-1963), and Rasa’il al-Shabbr
(1966) by the Tunisian writer Muhammad al-Hulayw1 (1907-1978). The corpus
contains 144 letters written between the years 1929 and 1945, which is a time
frame that is a part of the pre-independence period of both Morocco and Tunisia.
I approach this primary material using a text-centered narratological and stylistic
method, through which I explore narrative, style, and themes, and which sheds
light on the literary and aesthetic qualities of the letter texts. These are qualities of
literariness that I call “literary genius” and “aesthetic autonomy.”

In addition to the main analysis of the letter texts, to which the third part of this
work is dedicated, this study presents an outline of the background of the Arabic
letter with regard to its history and formal poetics, both pre-modern and modern,
as well as modern theorizations of letter writing and correspondence that inform
the theoretical framework of the study.

9.1 Rasa’il al-Shabbi (1966) and its Letter Writers

Rasa’il al-Shabbr (‘al-Shabb1’s Letters’) (published 1966, Tunis) is a letter
collection that consists of the correspondence that took place between Muhammad
al-Hulayw1 and the famous Tunisian poet Abii al-Qasim al-Shabb1 (1909-1934)
and the letters that he received from their mutual friend, the Tunisian writer
Muhammad al-Bashrish (1911-1944). Although the letters of al-Bashriish are
found in an appendix (mulhaq), | still chose to regard them as an integral part of
the letter collection as an editorial and literary creation. This has mainly to do with
the thematically close relationship that the letters of al-Bashriish exhibit vis-a-vis
the correspondence of al-Hulayw and al-Shabbi. Moreover, although the appendix
only contains the letters of al-Bashriish, it is evident from the contents of his letters
that he received letters of response from al-Hulaywi, which is another indication
of the significance of this particular correspondence.

The correspondence between al-Shabbi1 and al-Hulaywt begins with a letter that
was written by al-Shabb1 dated “29 muharram 1348 (7 July 1929) and ends with
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a letter from al-Hulaywt dated 19 August 1934 (8 Jumada al-Awwal 1353). The
first letter from al-Bashriish to al-Hulayw1 was written sometime in February 1933
and the correspondence ends with an undated letter upon the death of al-Shabbt in
October 1934. The letter collection thus comprises letters that were written and
exchanged over a period of roughly five years (1929-1934).

The three young Tunisian letter writers may be described as both writers and
critics of literature (prose and poetry). They belonged to the literary and
philosophical faction that harbored antagonistic sentiments towards
contemporaneous conservative and neo-classicist forces in the literary field and in
society at large. Although not completely uprooted from a classical Arabic
tradition of literature, the three letter writers were undeniably exposed to and
influenced by European literary traditions, especially Romanticism and the Mahjar
movement (The Immigrant Poets), with key figures such as Jibran Khalil Jibran
(d. 1931), and contemporary Egyptian writers, such as Ahmad Shawqt (d. 1932)
and Muhammad Husayn Haykal (d. 1956).

Their writings, in the form of essays, critical articles, poetry, and short stories,
were published in prominent literary journals and papers at the time, such as Abilli
(‘Apollo’) (Egypt, est. 1932) and al- ‘Alam al-adabt (‘The Literary World’)
(Tunisia, est. March 1930). Both of these journals were part of the literary
revivalist movement with which al-Hulaywi, al-Shabbi, and al-Bashriish
sympathized and to which they contributed.

9.2 al-lllighiyyat (1963) and its Letter Writers

al-Illighiyyat (“Writings from Illigh”) (published 1963, Casablanca) is a collection
of both original and sampled writings of various kinds. Muhammad al-Mukhtar
al-Sts1 wrote and compiled al-Illighiyyat during his time in exile in Illigh between
the years 1937 and 1945. Besides correspondence, a reader also finds in it diary
entries (mudhakkirat), poetry, and accounts of literary gatherings (majalis).
However, letters make up the largest part of al-Illighiyyat, about a half of it, while
memoirs constitute the second largest part of the work in terms of contents. Thus,
letters and correspondence may be regarded as a substantial and important part of
al-Illighiyyat, a work that reflects the exilic period of the author’s life. Moreover,
the mere integration of his correspondence into al-Illighiyyat not only argues for
its documentary and historical value, but also its literary and aesthetic value.
Using a quantitatively based sampling procedure, with a minimum criterion of
nine letters sent, three correspondences emerged as the largest ones in
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al-1llighiyyat, namely the correspondences that took place between al-StsT and his
cousin Ibrahim ibn Ahmad (1906-1990), his close friend Ahmad al-Manjrah (ca.
1901-2001), and his former teacher Shaykh al-Tahir ibn Muhammad al-Ifrant
(1867-1955). However, this sampling also has some qualitative aspects that
constitute the three types of interpersonal relationships that these correspondences
represent: kinship and family relations (Ibn Ahmad), friendship (al-Manjrah), and
teacher-student relations (al-IfranT).

On the question of whether or not the selective sampling from al-1llighiyyat
affects my reading and understanding of the work, I would redirect the attention to
the generic nature of al-Illighiyyat. While the work was launched as a work of
memoir (mudhakkirat), it shares the characteristics of a literary collection
(majmii ‘ah adabiyyah) and the author himself has described the work as a
hodgepodge of a little about everything. This is a clear indication that the work
actually lends itself to different reading strategies and does not have to be read as
unidimensional piece.

The three correspondences sampled stretch over an eight-year-long period that
begins in November 1937 and ends in August 1945. Concerning the background
of the four Moroccan letter writers, at least three of them had an Amazigh language
as their first language and came from the Sis region in mid-southern Morocco.”?
Another common denominator is a Sufi heritage or schooling; after all, the fathers
of both al-StsT and al-Manjrah were Sufi Shaykhs. Yet, despite his Sufi
background and loyalities to that heritage, al-Siist eventually joined the modernist
reformist movement of early Salafism (al-salafiyyah) that had its onset in late 19
century Egypt. It was during his religious studies in the larger cities of Marrakech,
Fez, and Rabat that al-SiisT came into contact with and adopted the Salafist creed,
together with a nationalist and Muslim political activist way of thinking. After a
period of conducting studies and aiding the formation of secret political societies
and literary forums in these larger citites, al-StisT was eventually thrown into exile
in the year 1937.

9.3 The Study’s Hypothesis and Analytical Approach

The study’s overarching hypothesis is that letters have the capacity for an aesthetic
autonomy and an expression of some kind of literary genius, which are aspects of
the letter texts that can be tested and supported by a text-centered, narratological

75 The biographical information about al-Manjrah is quite sparse; however, I have gathered
that he probably came from the northern parts of Morocco (around Meknes).
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and stylistic analysis. Thus, I examine the letter texts for embedded literary
elements and qualities from which a literary genius can be deduced and the extent
to which one can regard them as self-contained aesthetic objects can be explored.

The theoretical framework of the analysis has its main anchors in epistolarity
theory, narratology, and stylistics. The essential conceptualization and approach to
letter writing as a creative and literary form, and published letters as editorial (and
artificial) creations, is based on already existing theory on letters and letter
writing.”® However, such previous research exclusively deals with letters in a
Western context. With regard to modern Arabic letters and letter writing, this is a
major lacuna that this study aims to address. I do this by exploring what the literary
study of published modern Arabic letters may yield in terms of information about
the literary genius and aesthetic autonomy of the sampled letter texts.

When engaging with the primary material for this cause, I have posed the
following set of working questions:

e How do the letters produce stories?

e How do narrative organization, style, and vocabulary affect story making?

e What kind of story worlds and characters do the letters construct?

e How are events and subjective sentiments reproduced and transformed in
the epistolary written text?

e How do such properties inform the discursive images of masculinity and
homosociality?

While these working questions are quite broad and open, I believe, in retrospect,
that they allowed for a variety of literary properties and themes to be identified
from the letter texts. The thematics and literary properties of one set of letter texts
from either al-1llighiyyat or Rasa’il al-Shabbt did not dictate or determine the lens
with which I read and analyzed the other set of letter texts. This is also the reason
why I decided to treat the text sampled from each of these two works in two
different segments in the analysis. Thus, the aim of this method and framework is
to allow the letter texts themselves to generate their own analytical material as
freely as possible, and it is my impression that the method worked well.

76 For example, Altman (1982), MacArthur (1990), Jolly and Stanley (2005), and Stanley and
Dampier (2008).
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9.4 Summary of Main Results

This study’s theoretical framework with its anchors in epistolarity theory,
narratology, and stylistics, together with a set of broad working questions, allowed
me to identify a variety of literary properties and themes that support and illustrate
the idea of the letter texts’ literary genius and aesthetic autonomy.

The findings of the sampled correspondences from each work, al-Illighiyyat
and Rasa il al-Shabbi, may be summarized with the following points:

e A common usage of intertextuality as tool for story making.

e A presence of inter-texts (and inter-discourses), both indigenous (Arab
and/or Islamic) and non-indigenous (Western), in the form of literary and
non-literary traditions and conventions.

e An incorporation of dialog in the form of reported speech in a standardized
variant of Arabic, which creates a deceptive illusion of mimesis and
dramatic effect.

e A modality that is based in the pre-Islamic notion of dhamm al-dahr, ‘the
censure of time/fate,” which determines the constraints, conditions, and
necessities that the letter writers, as epistolary characters, have to encounter
in the (story) world.

e A transformation of observed events and subjective sentiments into
mythicizing and Romantic discourses about the world and the self as a
subject and agent within the world (primarily in Rasa ‘il al-Shabbi).

e Poetry, as a textual element, with the ability to correlate with other textual
elements and carry a significance in the train of events, that is, the story
(primarily in al-Illighiyyat).

e Indications of a continued literary practice of prose-poetry mixing in
modern Arabic letter writing and a continuation of an earlier aesthetics of
(pre-modern) prosimetric genres.

e A prevalence of rhetorical figures (e.g. parallelism and simile).

e Diverse and dynamic images of masculinity and homosociality.

e Male expressivity, emotions, and homosociality that have a subversive
potential in relation to the setting in which they occur (al-Illighiyyat:
anti-colonial and religious reformist potential; Rasd’il al-Shabbr:
anti-conservative and literary reformist potential)
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While the execution of the inter-texts, and their thematic content, may differ from
one work to another, and from one correspondent to another, the usage of
inter-texts (and inter-discourses) in the making of the epistolary story is a common
denominator. The indigenous (Arab and/or Islamic) and non-indigenous (Western)
inter-texts — in the form of literary and non-literary traditions and conventions —
generates a seemingly dissonant discourse that is marked by innovation and
renewal while, at the same time, tapping into an immanent classicism, or tradition.
Thus, in many ways, the letter texts demonstrate that innovation always springs
out of a core or a set of rules that their creators were sufficiently acquainted with
to divert from or alter in new contexts. Therefore, I would like to argue that the
appearance of seemingly conflicting themes and images in fact illustrate informed
and nuanced choices that were made to either provoke or inspire, or both.
Curiously, in al-Sust’s letters, the non-indigenous appears to be located on the
contemporary side of the spectrum, while in the letters of al-Hulaywi and
al-Shabbi, the non-indigenous appears on the traditional or classical side of it.

9.5 Future Research

The general literary study of letters and letter writing is relatively nascent and
sparse. To the best of my knowledge, this study, with its text-centered
narratological and stylistic approach, is the only study (to this date) that deals with
the published modern Arabic letter within such a literary framework and focus,
and specifically, the letters of the above presented Moroccan and Tunisian writers.
Thus, there is still much more to look forward to in terms of future research on the
subject matter of Arabic letters and letter writing.
A few important suggestions for future research are:

e A comprehensive and comparative literary study that deals with either both
pre-modern and modern Arabic letters or several collections of letters from
a specific period.

e A study of narrative levels in a sampling of Arabic letter texts.

e A theorization of modern Arabic epistolarity.

e A search for Arabic letter writing and works in the risalah format by female
subjects (especially pre-modern) in order to provide the field of research
with more non-Western and female examples.
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Although not necessarily by means of letters and letter writing, I also suggest that
future research within the field of Arabic literature contributes to the
interdisciplinary field of men’s studies by examining the image of masculinity
and/or homosociality with the purpose of studying and demonstrating how the idea
of diverse masculinities also appears in the literary constructs of non-Western
males and masculinities, fictional or otherwise.
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