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Qur’anic Studies as an Important Factor in the
Development of Arabic Literary Criticism (')

BY

M. KHALAFALLAH

The complete histery of Arablc Uterary criticism has not yet been
written. There {8 no such systematic comprehensive treatment of the sub-
Ject as, for exemple, Saintsbury's history of European criticlsm. (g,

The aspects of Arablc eritlelsm which have been studied by modern
schalars are fcw, chief among them being : the theorles of Al-Jahiz gpnd
Abdel-Qahir, the fourth century critics, and the Lnfluence of Greck writlngs
on Arable critical thought. (3)

1. {A paper presented lo the 22ad. International Congress of Orieontalists
— lstanbul — September 1951).

2. Q. Baintsbury, A HISTORY OF CRITICISM AND LITERARY
TASTE IN EUROPE, 3 vols. 1900-1904.

3. Sea, for example : .

M. Khalafallah, ABDUL-QAHBIR'S THEORY in his SECRETS OF
ELOQUENCE — (A Psychological Appreoach) — Proceeding of the twenty
first Orlentalisty Congress. Parls 1948,

Qusigre von Gruneboam, Arabie: CRTICISM IN THRE TENTH CFEN-

TURY. Journ. Am. Orien. 8oc: 1951.)



For a number of years I have been interested in the study of the
connection betwecen Qur'dnle sciences and Arabic Nterary criticlsm. (1) My
attention was first draown to this question through the study of gencral
books on Arabic criticlsm and rhetoric, particularly those written in the
fifth, slxth and seventh centurles. With very few exceptlons, these books
have one notable common choracteristic, namely, the tendency of thelr
suthors to look first and foremost to thc Quradn in the formulation and
definition of their critical concepts. That observation led to the second step
in the enquiry, nemely : how fer, and in what manner did Qur'anic studfcs
influcnee the evolution of Arabic criticism, espcelally at the early stages of
its development :

(A) — It 15 generally agrecd that the Quran, from the begiudfug
of ita revclation, occupied the first place smoxg Arabic lterary produc-
tions,

The Prophet's biographles abound in descriptions of the puzzled won-
der with which the Arabs listencd to the Qur'an. (£}

Thus, from the dawn of Islam, two litcrary phenomenn were connected
with the Qur'dn: first, an unqualified admiration by thc Muslims of its
litcrary merits; and secondly, a complctc surrcnder to its unchnllcngceiblc CX-
cellence of composition, This, along with the fact that thc Qur'dAn becamc
the guide by which Muslim Ilfe was to be regulated, has naturnlly given
priority to Qur'Anlc studies over all others. The moment Arabic thoupght reu-
ched o sufficlent degree of intclectud]l maturity it begnn to apply itself
dillgently to Qur'dnlc studies, especially from the point of vicw of linguls-
tic usage and ert of expression.

(B) — Generol references ¢1) gilve long lists of books on differcut
aspects of Qurdnic study by authors who were also speclalists in Arabic
grammer, philology, literaturc and litcrary criticism. Some of these books
ore still in manuscript form, and it wag only rceently that they became aval-
lable for study, (£

1, Four research students in the Arabic Scction, Facully of Arts, Alczan-
dria are working on some aespecis of this ficld for their M. A, and Ph.D,

2. See for inst. The Biography of the Prophet (AL-SIRAH) by Ibn
Hisham.

1. Bee : AL-FIHRIST by Ibn-ai-Nadim ([irst article-third section).

£. 8ee : CATALOGUES OF THER INSTITUTE OF PHOTOGRAPHED
MANUSCGRIPTS (Cultural Administration — Arab League — Cairo —
1948 and after),
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Three of these early manuscripts will be dealt with {n thls paper. But
I wish to indicate what appears to me to be the gencral lne of contact bet-
wcen studles of Qur'anic composaltion and general critical studles of Arabic
Lilterature.

(C) — They seem -— during the third and fourth centurics AH., to
have devoloped side by side mutually {nfluencing each other. Very often,
especlally in the third century, the same author contributed to both branchea
of study. Al-Jahiz, for-example, wrotc a book on the « Composition of the

Qur'an », and another on « Literary Expression and Exposition », His con-
temporay Ibe-Qutaibah wroic on the «Problematlcs of the Qur'an > as well
13 on «Poctry and Pocts .. The masterly treatment of the guestion of
Qur'anic unchallengeable cxcellence by Al-Baqillanl (who died in 403 A.H.)
could also bc regarded os a treatise on literary eriticlsm.. In the fifth cen-
tury the treatment of the same question was made the basls for a' sclence
of rhetoric by Adbel-Q:hir al-Jurjani (who died in 471 A.H.). Half a cen-
tury later Al-Zamakhsharl (vwho dled in 538 AH.) used the rhetorical ap-
proach in the interpretation of the Qur'An and the discovery of the sccrets
of its exccllence.

Al-Tabarl in the third century opcned u field of reaearches in Qur'an
interpretations which attached scholars of widely diffcrent intcrests and ap-
proaches ail through the centuries,

Another line of QurAnic study, namecly excgesis, contributed in no
small measure to the corichement of literay eritisem, The monumentul work
of A-Tabarl in the third century opened n field of researches In Qurtanic
interpretations which attr:cted scholars of widely different interest and ap-
proaches nll throvgh the centurics.

(D). — Thus, in morc thun ooe way, the Qur'dn was responsible for
1 lurge share in the carichemeot of Arabic critlcal writlngs. In faet Qur'-
anlc considerations sustnined Arobic literary criticism during the period
when Arable creatlve and critleal impluses were at their weakest. From
the seventh century A.H. down to the heginning of the present century In-
terest in the origmal critica) prablems ralsed by the Mterary critics of the
third and fourth centuries faded olmost completely away. Suchproblems
ag anclent and medern ip poetry, originality and imitation, flowing crea-
tlveness and craftsmanship, the comparative study of poctical schools......
all such problems were almost lost, during the later centuries. Eut, due
to the Qur'an, Arabie rhetoric was kept provided, during those ccnturles,
with questions of compesition which centered largely round the structure
of the sentences, modes of cxpresslon, aod ernaments of speech,

1. See : M. REhalufallak, FROM THE PSY{HOLOGICAL STANDPOINT
IN THE STUDY AND CRITICISMY OF LITERATURE, in Ara-
bic —— fourth ehapter — Cairo, 1947.
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In the fifth century, Abdul-Quhir tricd with a large measure of suc-
2ess to formulate a basle theory of rhetoric built on structure which he took
to be a fucnctlon of the meaning,

Contrariwigse, his contemporary Ibn Sindn, trled to discover the se-
crets of eloguence in word and sound, Less than two centuries latcr Ibnul-
Athir tried to effect a balance beiween meaning and verbal expression, ta-
king for his model angd litcrary source of excellence, the composition of the
Qur’an,

The Interesting polnt to dwell upon here Is the strong link between
the eritical problems raiscd by the carly Qur'dnic scholars, and the sclences
of rhetoric as worked out and systematised by the later rhetorlelans. The
following ananlysls of three carly manuscripts is intended to bring out
thls polnt.

The first is «Ma'dni-1-Qur'adn> (Meaning of the Quran) by the Kufi
grammarian Al-Farrd (who dled in 207 AH.) In this book the aulhor glves
critical obscrvations of the Qur'anic style which cun be grouped under five
headlngs : directlon philology, grammar, Quranic readings, and reuons for
revelation. (g)

The second manuseript i3 ¢ Majazu-l-Qur'an « (I} (Interpretation of
Qur'anic Strange Usapges » or ¢ Quridnic Ways of Expression ») by the fa-
mous Mterary transmittcr ¢ Abu-Obaldah > who died in 209 A.H. In his In-
troduction thc author writes : The Qur'an was revealed in a clear Arabie
medium. Thls {s expressed in the Qur'Anlc versc « We have not sent a mes-
scnger except in his peoplc's tongue ». The first Muslim generation dld not
fezl the nced for asking about the meanings and usages of the Qurian,
Rut the generations that followed were not in thet happy position. They
peeded help and gutldance in the under standing of the Holy Book. The au-
thor, then, procceds to enumerate the QuriAnie metaphors of omissions and
additton, shifting of words from their usuual position in the =sentcoce,
angd changing of verb references ... ete. Having done this he gocs on to his
main tosk of briefly intcrpreting the Qur'an in the light of his introductory
observatlons, elueidating cach usage by quoting literary cxamples, mostly
from pre-Islamic poetry. By so-doing, Abu-Obaidah throws considerable

1, Faculty of Arta Library — Alezendric — No. 3182 B.

2. Tho same method i3 followed o century later in & book (manuscdipt
No. 3183 — Paculty of Arts Library — Alez.) beoring the same litle by
another grammarian Al-Zajjaj who died in 811 A.H.

1, Paculty of Arts Library, Alezandria, No. 318} B.
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light on the art of Arabic literary composition, and helps to create an Ara-
bic scicnee of literary criticlsm.

The third and most important of these manuscripts from the point of
view of our present enguiry is € Mushkil al-Qur'dn » ¢f) (Problematiec usa-
gea of the Quran) by the literary author «Ibn-Qutaibah » who died in 276
AH, This i3 o veluable treatlse on Qur'Anic style. It utilises all that was
known ap to that time In the fleld of Arable critigism. The author shows a
genuine appreciation of literary excellence, and a masterly abillty to amalyse
a -Quranie verse or a line of poeiry. He stresses the fact that only those
who possess o tralned taste and wide knowledge of Arabic art of expression
c¢in hope to appreciate the unique excellence of the Quran. Most of the
bnsle concepts of the later sclences of rhetorle are to be met with in this
book. Metapbor, simile, analogy, metonomy, trope, synecdoche, recpetttion,
changing position: in the scntence, concealing, exhibiting, expressing by in-
dication, expressing openly, these and others like them are woys artifices
‘of Arabie expression, and the Qur'dn exhibits them all in the highest order.
The abave s the reason why the Qurda connot be successfully and exactly
translated into another tongue.

A reader of these third century treatises on the atyle of the Qur'an
feels justified in inferring that Qurdnic considerations were n determining
and guiding factor in the course which Arabie literary critictsm took in Inter
centurics. (&)

—r e e

1, 4 copy in the Municipaity Library, Alexandris, of a manuscript No.
608 Ezxegesis. Royal Egyplion Library, Cairo.

2. Abu-Hilal gl-Askari, one of the important fourth century twriters on
the general theory of criticism starts his book « Al-8ind’atain > (the two
Arts} by asseriing that the most important branch of study after theo-
logy is the scienco of rhetoric without which the ssarch Jor the secreta
of the inimitable excellence of God’s Book tannot be attemptcd.
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RESUME

This paper tries to put forward the suggestlon that studles of tho
Qur'anic style and of its lterary challenge to the Arabs played an impor-
tant part in the rize and development of Arable literary eriticlsm.

The treatment of this hypothesls took the form of a historical analy-
sls which brought out the following points :—

(A) — From Early Islnmic times two Qur'dnle phenomena stimula-
ted eritical studies, namely its subime and effective style, and its challenge
to Arabic literary nbllity to produce the like of it. !

(B) — Two currents of criticlsm, one denling with the Qur'an, ang-
ther with Arabic prose and poetry want side by side in the third and fourth
Centurles, Qur'dnic conslderations, however, predomlnnted in the general
critical books of the fifth, slxth and seventh ceaturles.

(C) — Problems which later Arabic rhetoric inherited and concen-
trated on were mostly those primarlly arlslng from Qur'dnic usages oand cx-
plored by early Islamic authors.

(D) — The analysis of three early manuseripts which have recen-
ly become avallable for study shews the pre-eccupation of Islamie authors

In the second and third centuries A"H. with the study of Qur'amie diction
and style.

Prof. M. Hhalafallah
Dean of the Faculty of Arta,
ALEXANDRIA
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