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

BY

M. KHALAFALLAH

The complete history of Arable Uterary criticlsm has not yet been
written. There is no such systematic comprehensive treatment of the sub-
ject as, for exemple, Saintsbury's history of European criticlsm. ¢2).

The aspects of Arable eritlclsm which have been studied by modern
schalars nre few, chief among them being : the theorles of Al-Jahlz pnd
Abdel-Qahir, the fourth century critics, and the Influence of Greck writlngs
on Arable critical thought, r§)

1. {4 paper presented lo the REnd. International Congress of Orientalists
— lstanbul — September 1951).

2. C. Saintsbury, A HISTORY OF CRITICIEM AND LITERARY
TASTR IN EURGPE, 3 vols, 1900-1904.

3. 8ea, for example : .

M. Kholafallah; ABDUL-QAHIR’'S THEORY in hiy SECRETS OF
ELOQUENCE — (4 Psychological Approach) — Proceeding of the twenty
first Orlentalists Congress. Paris 1948,

Qusigre von Grunkboam, Ardgbis: CRTICISM IN THE TENTH CFRN-

TURY. Journ. Am. Orien. 8oe: 1941.)



For a pumber of years T have been interested in the study of the
connection betwecen Qur'anle sciences and Arabic Nternry criticlsm. (1) My
attention was first drown to this question through the study of gencral
books on Arabic criticlsm and rhetorie, 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
authors to leok first and foremost to the Qur'dn in the formulation and
definition of their critical concepts. That observation led to the second step
In the enquiry, namely : how fer, and in what manner did Qur'anic studics
influcnee the evolutlon of Arabic critlcism, espcclally at the early stages of
its development :

{A)Y — It 15 geoerolly agrecd that the QurAn, from the beginifing
of ita revclation, occupied the first place amofig Arabic liternry produc-
tions,

The Prophet's biographles abound in descriptions of the puzzled won-
der with which the Arabs listencd to the Quran, (g)

Thus, from the dawn of Islam, two litcrary phenomenn were connected
with the Qur'an: first, an unqualified admliration by the Muslims of its
literary merits; and secordly, o complete surrender to its unchallengeable cx-
cellence of composition, This, along with the fact that the Qur'dn becamc
the guide by which Musllm Ilfe was to be regulated, has naturnlly given
priority to Qur'Anic studies over all others, The moment Arabic thought reu-
ched o sufficlent degree of intcliectud] maturity it begnn to apply itseif
diligently to Qur'dnic studles, especially from the point of view of linguls-
tie usage and art of expression,

(B) — General references (I} give long lists of books c¢n different
aspects of Qur'inic study by authors who were also speclalists in Arahie
grammer, philology, literaturc and literary eriticlsm. Some of these books
ore still in manuscript form, and it wag only rceently that they became aval-
lable for study, (2}

1, Four research students in the Arabic Scclion, Faculty of Arls, Alczon-
dria are working on some espects of this ficld for their M. A, and Ph.D,

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

1.  Bee : AL-FIORIST by Ibn-gl-Nadim (first article-third section).

£. 8eo : CATALOGUES OF THE INSTITUTE OF PHOTOGRAPHED
MANUSCRIPTE (Cultural Adminiatration — Arab League — Cairo —
1948 and efier).
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Three of these enrly menuscripta will be dealt with in thlg paper. But
I wish to indicate what appears to me to be the general Une of contact bet-
ween studles of Qur'anic composaltion and general eritical studies of Arabic
Lilternture.

(C) — They secm — during the third aed fourth centurles AH, to
bave devoloped side by slde mutually (nfluencing each other. Very often,
especlally in the third century, the same author contributed to both branchea
of study. Al-Jahiz, for-example, wrotec a book on the « Composition of the

Qur'an », and onother on « Literary Expression and Exposition », His con-
temporuy Ihn-Qutuibah wroic on the «Problematics of the Qur'an > ns well
a3 on «Povtry und Pocts .. The wmasterly treatment of the guestion of
Qur'anic unchallengeable excellence by Al-Baqillnnl (who died in 403 AH.)
could also be regarded ns a treatise on literary eriticism.. In the fifth cen-
tury the treatment of the same gquestion was made the basls for o selence
of rhetoric by Adbel-Qu:hir al-Jurjani (who died in 471 A.H.). Holf a cen-
tury later Al-Zamakhshari (who dled in 538 A H.) uzed the rhetorical ap-
pronch in the Interprefation of the Qur'An and the discovery of the sccrets
of its excellence.

Al-Tabari in the third century opened o field of researches In Qur'an
interpretiations which attached scholars of widely diffcrent interests and ap-
proachies all through the centuries,

Another line of Qurinie study, nomely cxegesls, contributed 1a no
small measure to the carichement of lteray critisem, The monumentul work
of A-Taharl in the third century opened n field of rescarches In Qur'anic
interpretutlons which attr:cted scholars of widely different interest ang ap-
proaches nll through the centurics.

{D). — Thus, in morc thun one way, thc Qur'an was responsible for
A lurge share in the cnrichement of Arable eritlcal writings. In fact Qur'-
dple considcrations sustained Arabic literary critleism during the period
when Arable ereatlve and eritleal impluses were at their weakest, From
the seventh century AH. down to the heginning of the present century In-
terest in the orignal eritical prablems raised by the Uterary critics of the
third and fourth centuries foded almoest completely away. Suchproblems
as anclent ond modern in poetry, origlnallty and imitation, flowing crea-
tveness and craftsmanship, the eomparative study of poctical schools...... ,
all such problems were almost lost, during the' later centuries. Eut, due
to the Qur'dn, Aroble rhetoric was kept provided, during those centurles,
with questions of composition which centered largely round the structure
of the sentences, modes of cxpresalon, and ernaments of speech,

1. See : M. Ehalafallah, FROM THE PSYCHOLOGIOAL STANDPOINT
IN THE S8TUDY AND CRITICISM OF LITERATURE, in Arag-
bic — fourth shapter — Ceiro, 7947.
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In the fifth century, Abdul-Quhir tricd with a large measure of sue-
2e8s to formulate a basle theory of rhetoric built on structure which he took
to be a functlon of the meaning,

Contrariwise, his contemporary Ibn Hinan, tried to discover the BSe-
crets of eloguence in word and sound, Less than two centuries later Ibnul-
Athir tried to effect a balance beiween menning and verbal expression, ta-
king for hls model angd literary source of excellence, the composition of the
Qur’an,

The Interesting polnt to dwell upon here is the strong link between
the critical problems raised 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 curly manuscripts is intended to bring out
this polnt.

The first is «Ma'ini-1-Qur'an» (Meaning of the Quran) by tlte Kufi
grammarian Al-Fartd (who dled in 207 A H.} In this book the author glves
critical obscrvations of the Qur'anic style which cun be grouped under five
headlngs : direction philology, grammor, Quranic readings, and rcurons for
revelation. ¢g)

The second manuseript i3 ¢ Majazu-1-Qur'an « () (Interpretotlon of
Qur'anie Strange Usages » or « Quridnic Ways of Expresslon ») by the fa-
mous lterary tronsmitter ¢ Abu-Obaldah » who died in 209 AH. In ki3 In-
troduction the author writes : The Qur'dn was revealed in a clear Arabie
medium. This {s expressed in the Qur'dnie verse « We have not sent o mes-
senger cxcept in his people’s tongue 3. The first Muslim generation did not
feel the nced for asking about the meanings ond wusages of the Qurian,
But the penerations that followed were not in thet happy positlon. They
geeded help and guldonce in the under standing of the Holy Book. The au-
thor, then, procceds to enumerate the Qur'dnie metaphors of omlissiona and
addition, shifting of words from their usual position in the senteoce,
angd changing of verb references ... ete. Huving done this he gocs on to Wls
malin task of briefly interpreting the Qur'dn in the light of his introductery
observations, elueidating cach usage by quoting literary cxomples, mostly
from pre-Islamic poetry. By so-doing, Abu-Obaideh throws considerable

1, Faculty of Arts Library — Alezandria — No. 3182 B.

£ The same method is followed o« century later in a book (monuscint
No. 3183 — FRacully of Arts Library — Aler.) beoring the same title by
another grammarian Al-Zajjej who died in 811 4. H.

1, Paculty of Avis Library, Alexandria, No. 318} B.
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light on the art of Arabic llterary composition, and helps to ereate an Ara-
bi¢ scicnee of literary criticlsm.

The third and most important of these manuseripts from the point of
view of our present enguiry is € Mushkil al-Qur'dn » (1) (Problematle usa-
ges of the Quran) by the literary author «Ibn-Qutalbah » who died in 276
AH, This 18 o veluable treatlse on QurAnle style. It utilises all that was
known up to that time In the fleld of Arable critlgism. The author shows &,
genuine appreciation of literary excellence, and a masterly ability to amalyse
a Quranie verse or & line of poeiry. He stresges the fact that only those
who possess o tralned toste and wide knowledge of Arabie art of expression
¢«n hope to appreciate the unique excellence of the Quran. Most of the
bngle concepts of the later sclences of rhetorle are to be met with in this
book. Metaphor, simlile, analogy, metooomy, trope, synecdoche, repetition,
changing position in the sentence, concealing, cxhibiting, expressing by in-
dieation, expressing openly, these and others like them are waoys artifices
‘of Arabie expression, and the Qurdn cxhibita them all in the highest order.
The ohave ig the reason why the Qurdn cannot be successfully and excctly
translated into another tongue.

A reader of these third century treatises on the style of the Quran
feels justified in Inferring that Quradnic consideratlons were a determining
and guiding factor in the course which Arabie literary criticism took in later
centuries. (8}

—r e e

1, A copy in the Municipaiily Library, Alexandria, of a manuscript No.
668 Ezegesis. Royal Egyplion Library, Cairo.

2, Abu-Hilal al-dskari, one of the important Jourth century twriters on
the general theory of criticlam starta kis book < Al-Sind’atain > (the two
Arts} by agserling that the most important branch of sludy after theo-
logy is the science of rhetoric without which the search for the secrcta
of the inimitable excellence of God’s Book tannot be atiempled.
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RESUME

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

. The treatment of this hypothesis 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 Arobic prose and poetry want aide by side {n 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 oaod cx-
plored by early Islamic authors.

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