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‘I See a Distant Fire™ Tha‘alibi’s
(d. 429/1030) Kitab al-Igtibas min
al-Qur’an al-karrm

BILAL ORFALI AND MAURICE POMERANTZ

SCHOLARS HAVE often addressed the literary features and proper-
ties of the Qurian. Several well-known modern monographs
discuss Quranic imagery and narrative, such as al-Taswir al-fanni
fr'l-Qur’an by Sayyid Qutb and al-Fann al-qasasi fT'l-Qur’an al-karim
by Muhammad Ahmad Khalaf Allah."! In many ways, these studies
are heirs to a rich classical tradition of works composed by authors
such as Abw’l-Hasan al-Rummani (d. 384/994), Abta Sulayman
al-Khattabi (d. 388/998), Abu Bakr al-Baqillani (d. 403/1013) and
‘Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani (d. 471/1078) that attempted to describe the
Quran’s literary features within a discussion of the inimitability
(ijaz) of the sacred text.

The relationship between the Qur'an and Arabic literature, however,
is not limited to the presence of literary features in the Qur’an, as
the Qurian profoundly influenced Arabic literature. To this end,
Ibtisam Marhun al-Saffar and Wadad al-Qadi have devoted studies
to the impact of the Quran on the development of Arabic litera-
ture,” and Muhammad Zaghlal Sallam has considered the influ-
ence of the Qur'an on the development of classical Arabic literary
theory.?

This chapter investigates the usage of the Qur’an in Arabic litera-
ture through the practice of quotation and allusion, taking as its main
subject the literary anthology al-Igtibas min al-Qur'an al-karim by
Abu Mansur ‘Abd al-Malik al-Tha‘alibi (d. 429/1038). In the classical
period, scholars applied a variety of terms to describe various types
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of Qur’anic usages and borrowings, such as sariga (literary borrow-
ing; lit. theft), ikhtilas ([mis]appropriation), naz/intiza‘ (extraction),
tadmin (insertion), ‘agd (knotting), istishhad (citation), talwih/
talmih (allusion), ishara (reference), isti‘ara (borrowing), istinbat/
istikhraj (extraction) or, the most common term, iqtibas (quotation).*

Incorporating Qurianic quotations in prose and poetry was a
common practice in Islam from as early as the lifetime of the
Prophet, as attested by the statements and poetry of the Prophet’s
Companions.® Because of the constraints of metre and rhyme, allu-
sions are understandably more common in poetry than direct
quotations. This obviously is because the verses of the Quran do
not fit within the Arabic metrical system without minor or major
adjustments or changes.® Hikmat Faraj Badri has compiled a useful
dictionary of all the Qur’anic verses and phrases used in the prac-
tice of igtibds in poetry, that is, those Qur’anic phrases that conform
to the system of poetic metres.”

Views on igtibas

Premodern littérateurs and critics also devoted attention to the
practice of incorporating the Qur’an in literature. The renowned
Umayyad secretary ‘Abd al-Hamid al-Katib (d. 132/750) even iden-
tified the Quran as the first item in the required list of studies for
state bureaucrats.® The earliest-known work on igtibas is Sarigat
al-Kumayt min al-Qur’an by Muhammad Ibn Kunasa (d. 207/822),
which unfortunately has not survived.’ Its title suggests, though,
that this scholar understood the practice of quoting the Qur’an in
poetry as sariqa (literary borrowing; lit. theft), a term which does
not necessarily convey a pejorative sense.'” Ibn Dawad al-Isbahani
(d. 297/909) devoted the ninety-third chapter of his Kitab al-Zahra
to the topic ‘Dhikr ma’sta‘arathu’l-shu‘ara’ min al-Qur'an wa-ma
naqalathu ila ash‘ariha min s@’ir al-ma‘ani’ (A Discussion of What
Poets Borrowed from the Qur’an and What They Incorporated into
Their Poetry from Common Motifs)."! Ibrahim b. Muhammad
al-Shaybani (d. 298/911) in his al-Risala al-‘Adhra’ counselled that
secretaries should learn to be efficient in extracting appropriate
verses of the Quran and proverbial citations from their sources
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(naz‘ ay al-Qur’an fi mawadi‘iha wa’jtilab al-amthal fi amakiniha)."
Hamza al-Isfahani (d. 360/970) dedicated a chapter to the employ-
ment by Aba Nuwas (d. between 198/813 and 200/815) of Qur’anic
expressions and ideas in poetry.® Aba Hayyan al-Tawhidi
(d. 414/1023), in a statement preserved in Thamarat al-awraq of
Taqi al-Din Ibn Hijja al-Hamawi (d. 837/1434), noted that the katib
(secretary) ought to memorise the Qurian in order to extract
(li-yantazi‘a) from its verses."

The earliest comprehensive book on igtibds as an independent
subject that is extant is ThaalibT’s al-Iqtibas min al-Qur’an al-karim,
which will be discussed in detail below. The term employed by
Tha‘alibi (i.e. iqtibas), became the conventional one for referring to
the quoting or using of the Qur’an in literary texts. Iqtibas, literally
‘taking a live coal or a firebrand (gabas) from a fire’, denotes a quota-
tion or borrowing from the Quran or Hadith with or without
explicit acknowledgement. The regrettably lost Kitab Intiza‘at [min]
al-Qur’an, attributed to Thaalibi’s contemporary Abu Sa‘d al-Amidi
(d. 433/1042), was likely also devoted to the issue of borrowings from
the Qurlan.”® A similar title, Kitab Intiza‘at al-Qur’an al-‘azim by the
Fatimid secretary Abwl-Qasim ‘Ali Ibn al-Sayrafi (d. 542/1147),
survives in manuscript form. The work lists the Quranic verses that
could be used by state secretaries in the presentation of various
topics.' Later, the practice of igtibas became a common subject in
adab and rhetorical works.”

The use of quotations from the Qurian in literature generally
prompted little objection from littérateurs, and significantly most
legal scholars were in favour of igtibas. Nevertheless, some scholars
disapproved of igtibas even before Thaalibl’s extensive composition
on the subject. The first critical voice, however, allegedly belonged to
al-Hasan b. Yasar al-Basri (d. 110/728), whose opinion on the matter
is recorded in Subh al-a‘sha, the encyclopaedia of chancery practice
by Shihab al-Din Abt’l-‘Abbas al-Qalgashandi (d. 821/1418)."* Some
authorities in theology, such as Bagqillani, condemned igtibas if it
should occur in poetry rather than in prose,"” an opinion that found
approval in later works.*® Others deemed the practice of igtibas
permissible only if the writer acknowledged the borrowing. Diya’
al-Din Ibn al-Athir (d. 637/1239) reported that some held this
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opinion but that he himself did not.* Some opined, furthermore,
that Quranic materials may be used in prose only in the form of
direct quotational borrowings, which meant that this group believed
that neither allusion nor paraphrase was permissible.”> ‘Ali Ibn
Khalaf al-Katib (d. fifth/eleventh century) opined that the poetic
verse that incorporates the Qur’anic verse is always inferior to the
Qur’anic original in terms of expressiveness (baldgha); he thus
argued in favour of quotational borrowing.”® Maliki scholars
were in general more critical of iqtibas and some of them con-
demned all kinds of igtibds, which they considered an act of kufr
(disbelief).*

The discussion on the legitimacy of igtibas becomes more elab-
orate in the eighth/fourteenth century. The Shadhili scholar Dawad
b. ‘Umar b. Ibrahim al-Bakhili (d. ¢. 730/1329) addressed this issue
in detail in his al-Latifa al-mardiyya bi-sharh du'a’ al-shadhiliyya,
raising questions as to whether the quotation in verse can be
employed in a meaning different from the original Qur’anic intent,
and whether one may change a verse’s word order or its wording in
quotation. The author seems to be in favour of these two practices
and quotes several statements in support of his opinions. This is
followed by examples of various types of igtibas taken from earlier
littérateurs.

Critics such as Ibn Hijja al-Hamawi, following Safi al-Din al-Hilli
(d. ¢. 750/1349), divided iqtibas into three categories: acceptable or
recommended (magbil), such as in sermons and letters of invest-
iture (‘uhiud); permissible (mubah), such as in ghazals (love poetry),
letters and stories; and objectionable (mardiid), such as quoting the
Quran in a frivolous manner.* Even a strong supporter of igtibas
such as Thaalibi dedicated a few pages in his book to censuring
reprehensible igtibas (igtibas makriih).*’

Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti (d. 911/1505) was also in favour of the prac-
tice of iqtibas and compiled an anthology on the subject: Ahdsin
al-igtinds fi mahdsin al-iqtibas.*® In this work, Suyuti placed his
own poetic verses that contained examples of igtibds in alphabetical
order according to the rhyme letter. In this work’s introduction,
he states that he has not used igtibas in a frivolous manner and
notes his disapproval of this practice. He addresses the topic of
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igtibas in his other works, such as al-Itgan fi ‘uliim al-Qur’an, Sharh
‘uqid al-juman, Raf* al-bas wa kashf al-iltibas fi darb al-mathal
min al-Quran wa’l-iqtibas, as well as in his maqamat, quoting
various legal opinions on the legitimacy of the practice and offering
numerous examples of different kinds of igtibds.”® In his fatwa
treatise Raf‘ al-bas, for example, he addresses questions such as the
use of iqtibds in prayer (generally prohibited), or in the case of ritual
impurity (generally accepted), or changing the wording of the
Qur’an in igtibas (generally accepted), or changing the context or
meaning of the verse (generally accepted), or employing igtibds in
poetry (generally accepted).

The ShafiT mufti Shams al-Din Muhammad Ibn Abi’l-Lutf (fl.
992/1584) composed a fatwa treatise entitled Raf* al-iltibas ‘an
munkir al-iqtibas. This treatise survives in several manuscripts.*
The Princeton manuscript found in the Yahuda section (no. 832) in
the Garrett Collection is divided into two chapters (babs). The first
is entitled ‘Fi bayan jawaz al-iqtibas balaghatan wa shar‘an’ (The
Permissibility of iqtibas in Rhetoric and According to Religious
Law) and the second is entitled ‘Fi bayan al-adilla ‘ald’l-jawaz’ (On
Proving the Permissibility [of iqtibas]). The author mentions that
he has been informed that someone has unduly denied the practice
of igtibas, and that this prompted him to answer this judgement
using legal proofs that rely on hadiths, the opinions and prose
illustrations of a wide range of religious Hanafi, Shafi1 and
Maliki scholars (muhaddithiin, mufassirin and fuqahd’) including
‘Abd Allah b. ‘Umar al-Baydawi (d. 685/1286), Muzaffar al-Din Ibn
al-Sa‘ati (d. 694/1295), Sharaf al-Din al-Hasan b. Muhammad
al-Tibi (d. 743/1342), Mas‘ad b. ‘Umar al-Taftazani (d. 792/1390)
and Suyuti, in addition to those of the udaba’ (littérateurs; sing.
adib) including Aba Muhammad al-Qasim al-Hariri (d. 516/1122),
‘Abd al-Mu’'min al-Isfahani (d. ¢. 600/1204), Abi Bakr Muhammad
Ibn Nubata (d. 768/1366), and those of the author himself.

Motives for igtibas

There is no single explanation as to why littérateurs used the Qur'an
in their literary works. Studying and memorising the Qur’an
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was part of schooling from childhood, and with repeated practice
students learned Quranic formulations to the point that they
became accustomed to these words and used them in their writing.
Also, the pre-eminence of Arabic as the language of the state,
society and religion encouraged widespread knowledge of the
Qur’anic text.>!

Moreover, the Qur’an is a sacred text that has been revered as
a religious guide and a source of eloquence that possesses miracu-
lous attributes.?” Ibn Khalaf al-Katib stated that the main motiva-
tion for Qur'anic borrowing was to seek divine favour.” Others,
such as secretaries, adorned their works with Qur’anic references
to prove their talent and skill in appropriating Quranic language
and themes. A reference to or quotation from the Qur’an, the
memorised text par excellence, had the advantage of being recog-
nisable to others and appreciated by a wide audience. As reflected
above in the statements of ‘Abd al-Hamid, Shaybani and Tawhidji,
by the fourth/tenth century the practice of incorporating verses
from poetry, the Quran and proverbs (amthal) developed into an
artistic technique, an acceptable touchstone by which to test the
competence of a katib** Moreover, as Qalgashandi noted, the
Qur’an was often used to furnish evidence for arguments that aided
the author in establishing definitive proofs for his claims with
concision and force.*

Quoting the Qur’an, however, was not always an act of piety or a
means of demonstrating proof or winning an argument. In some
cases, quoting the Qur’an served to lampoon or parody the concepts
and themes of the sacred text, as in the mujin (ribald) poetry of
Bashshar b. Burd (d. 168/784) and Aba Nuwas. The Qur’an was also
sometimes used in humorous contexts, as is the case in stories of
party-crashers (fufayliyyin) and penurious men (bukhald’), where
the protagonists quote the religious text to protect them from being
thrown out of parties or to procure food.*® Often, these quotes
appear alongside sexual references or suggestive innuendos. In such
narratives, the sacred text moves from a world of authority to a
world of play or parody, as Fedwa Malti-Douglas, Geert Jan van
Gelder and Ulrich Marzolph have noted in their studies.”” Van
Gelder adds that when poets, and by extension the udaba’, are being
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frivolous, they usually intend to shock their audience, an effect that
can be achieved by using Qur’anic references, especially because
they are ‘readily recognised, blatant, and unsubtle’.*®

Bearing in mind the eloquence of the Quran, littérateurs employ
Qur’anic verses in order to raise the stylistic register of the literary
piece, whether in prose or poetry. Thaalibi emphasised that the
practice of quoting the Quran was a conscious decision of the
writer. He alluded to earlier attempts to challenge the literary pre-
eminence of the Qur’an, the so-called mu‘aradat al-Qur’an. In this
early period, a katib could prove his talent by imitating the Qur’an
just as a poet might prove his mastery by imitating a famous ode.
After the i‘jaz dogma started to take shape with Ibrahim Ibn Sayyar
al-Nazzam (d. after 220/835), littérateurs became more wary of
Qur’anic imitation.

Tha‘alibi’s Kitab al-Iqtibas

Tha‘alibi does not mention the purpose of compiling al-Igtibas in
the introduction to the work, but one can presume that one broad
aim was to promote the use of the Qur’an as a literary embellish-
ment in Arabic writings. As is the case for many of his other an-
thologies, Thaalibi’s main goals in al-Igtibas are practical rather
than theoretical. He does not offer any views on the validity of
iqtibas and appears uninterested in engaging with the legal prob-
lems or theological questions raised by other scholars, prior or
contemporary to him, mentioned above. Indeed, he dismisses
attempts to challenge the Qur’an as failures:

When the domain of Islam grew and the broad arches of faith
were constructed; when the rays of faith were fixed on the hori-
zons and illumined the hearts with the light of certainty, there
was no extremely eloquent spokesman nor any silver-tongued
poet whom God did not make his mind and art incapable [of
reaching the Qur'an’s excellence] (khatama ‘ala khatirihi wa

fannihi).?

Tha‘alibi simply asserts that the best that men can do is to take their
words and meanings from the Quran:

197



Bilal Orfali and Maurice Pomerantz

The utmost effort of those littérateurs to adorn with eloquence
and to practice skillful use of language is to borrow from the
Qurlan’s lexemes (alfaz) or from its meanings (ma‘ani) in the
various types of their aims or to cite the Qurian’s language or to
employ its wisdom in their styles, so that their speech obtains
by such borrowing a display which has no limit in its beauty and
a source that knows no bounds in luminosity. It obtains thereby a
sweetness and elegance mellifluent in whole and part, and obtains
a grandeur and magnificence of singular radiance.*’

He affirms his basic premise that iqtibas is licit by citing examples
of the Prophet’s practice. He then asserts that other members of
the Muslim community have followed the Prophet’s example, as
well as those of his Companions and the Successors and so on until
the present day, in their practice of iqtibas."!

Tha‘alibi does not relate a comprehensive definition of igtibas
anywhere in his work. This fact may lead us to surmise that he
is working with an inherited or widely known definition of the
practice of igtibas. Significantly, it appears that for him, the practice
includes both the quotation of words (alfdz) and the borrowing of
Qur’anic meanings (ma'‘ani). For example, when Tha‘alibi considers
‘Ali b. Abi Talib’s (d. 40/661) practice of igtibds, these are instances
of borrowings of Qurianic meaning and not Qurianic diction.
The first example provided by Tha‘alibi is ‘Ali b. Abi Talib’s saying:
‘The value of each man is that which he does righteously’ (gimat
kull imri’in ma yuhsinuhu). Thaalibi states that this is an example
of iqtibas from Q. 2:247. Tha‘alibi believes the aphorism derives
its main idea from what is voiced by the Qur'an (ma nataqa bihi)
in this verse concerning the rationale for the choice of Saul
as a king.*

Structure and content of Kitab al-Iqtibas

Tha'alibi’s al-Iqtibas is the first book devoted exclusively to the topic
of Qurlanic quotation. Given the ubiquity of Qurlanic quotation
in Arabic literature and discourse, the author was faced with the
challenge of compiling diverse materials and arranging them in
an interesting and useful fashion.
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In the introduction to the work, Tha‘alibi confesses that he had
long intended to compose this treatise on Qurianic quotation but
did not have the time to complete it. He describes how he would
spend one day in composing it (ta’lifihi) and then put it aside for
days, and that he would work a month on it and then put it aside for
a year. Following a common topos of introductions, Tha‘alibi then
thanks his patron, the ruler of Nishapur, the amir and sahib al-jaysh
(commander of the army), Aba Muzaffar Nasr b. Nasir [Sebiiktegin]
(d. 412/1021), for providing him with the support which allowed
him to complete the ambitious work.” Although this introductory
address is formulaic, Thaalib’s words nonetheless suggest his own
sense of responsibility to his readership and his patron, as well as
his devotion to the subject matter.**

Thaalibl’s Igtibas is divided into twenty-five chapters in the
following manner:*

1. Blessings (fi’l-tahamid)
2. The Prophet (fi dhikr al-nabi)
3. The Family of the Prophet (fi dhikr al-‘itra al-zakiyya
wa’l-shajara al-nabawiyya)
4. Companions of the Prophet (fi dhikr al-sahaba)
Prophets (fi dhikr al-anbiya’)
6. Excellence of Knowledge and Scholars (fi fadl al-‘ilm
wa’l-‘ulama’)
7. Cultivation, Reason, Wisdom and Spiritual Counsel (f dhikr
al-adab wa’l-‘aql wa’l-hikma wa’l-maw‘iza al-hasana)
8. Excellent Qualities and Noble Acts (fi dhikr mahasin al-khisal
wa makarim al-af al)
9. Blameworthy Defects and Wrongful Acts (fi dhikr ma'a’ib
al-khilal wa maqabih al-af‘al)
10. Opposing Qualities and Numbers (f7 dhikr anwa‘ min al-addad
wa’l-a‘dad)
11. Women, Children and Brothers (fi dhikr al-nisa’ wa’l-awlad
wa’l-ikhwan)
12. Food and Drink (fi dhikr al-ta‘am wa’l-sharab)
13. Clear Expression, Oratory and the Benefits of Eloquence (f7 dhikr
al-bayan wa’l-khataba wa thamarat al-fasaha wa’l-balagha)

.

199



Bilal Orfali and Maurice Pomerantz

14. Silencing Responses (fi dhikr al-jawabat al-muskita)

15. Entertaining Anecdotes and Rarities (fi mulah al-nawadir)

16. Reprehensible igtibas (fi’l-iqtibas al-makrith)

17. Dreams and their Interpretation (f7 dhikr al-ru’ya wa ‘aja’ibiha
wa’l-ta‘birat wa bada’i‘iha)

18. Writing, Letters, Accounting (fi dhikr al-khatt wa’l-kitab
wa’l-hisab)

19. Proverbs and Similar Types of Lexemes (fi’l-amthal wa’l-alfaz
al-lati tajri majraha)

20. Poetry and Poets (fi dhikr al-shi‘r wa’l-shu‘ara’)

21. 'Theigtibas of that which is in the Qur’an of Instances of Concision,
Inimitability, Simile and Metaphor, Paranomasia, Antithesis (fi
iqtibas bad ma frl-Quran min al-jjgz wa'l-ijaz wa’l-tashbih
wa’l-isti‘ara wa’l-tajnis wa’l-tibaq wa-ma yajri majraha)

22. Various Arts of Differing Ranks in Rare and Elegant Recitations
(fi funiin mukhtalifat al-tartib fi tar@’if al-tilawat wa lata’ifiha)*¢

23. Concerning Various Arts of Different Ranks (fi funiin mukhtal-
ifat al-tartib)"

24. Invocations (f7’l-da‘wat al-mustajaba)

25. Spells and Amulets (f7’l-ruga wa’l-ahraz)

Fields of discourse

As can be seen from the above list, Thaalibl’s notion of igtibas
addresses a wide range of different topics that he arranged following
what appears to be nine broad fields of discourse (see below). The
first section of the volume (chapters 1-5) moves from the Quran
as a central source of praise of God to its role in the historical
foundations of the religious community. The second section of the
work (chapters 6-12) considers the Qur’anic text’s place as a source
of knowledge and wisdom, and as a guide to personal ethics and
social comportment. The third section (chapters 13-16 and 18-21)
relates mainly to the use of the Quran in speech and writing, prose
and poetic composition. The final section (chapters 17 and 22-5)
addresses the Qurian in dream interpretation, recitation, prayer
and magic. We shall now examine each of these broad fields of
discourse in detail.
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Opening prayers to God

The first field of discourse in al-Igtibas is Qurianic borrowing for
the praise of God (tahmid), which is found in the first chapter of the
work.* In the opening of this chapter, Thaalibi cites examples of
igtibas of tahmid. Tha‘alibi then demonstrates the manner through
which God might be praised with examples of quotations, which he
groups under the subtopics: “The Wonders of Creation’, ‘Divine
Attributes’ and the ‘Enumeration of God’s Blessings’** Throughout
these subtopics, Thaalibi does not simply arrange examples of
allusions by verses according to themes, but often demonstrates
the ways in which the same verse might be employed in different
ways by juxtaposing usages that illuminate possibilities in the
Qur’anic text.®

The Quran and the foundation of the religio-political community

The second major field of discourse addresses the Qurian’s founda-
tional role in the religio-political history of the community, and
the lives of the Prophet, his Family and Companions and other
Prophets. Tha‘alibi cites instances in which the Quran discusses the
Prophet’s favour in the eyes of God, the need to invoke prayers upon
him and God’s wisdom in making him a man. Throughout these
sections, Tha‘alibi selects Qurlanic verses in which God Himself
indicates the importance of the Prophet and provides examples of
the practice of earlier Muslims in praising the Prophet through
iqtibas. For example, in reference to the importance of the Prophet,
Thaalibi quotes ‘Abd Allah Ibn ‘Abbas (d. 68/687), who stated, ‘By
God, By God, God did not create a soul that was more noble than
Muhammad, and we did not hear Him swear by anyone’s life but
his when He said in Q. 15:72: By your life, indeed they are blind in
intoxication.”!

In Tha'alibi’s understanding, prophetic hadiths, being the language
of the Prophet, could contain examples of prophetic igtibas. The last
subsection of the chapter on the Prophet is entitled ‘Concerning
Some of that which was Related from Him [the Prophet] of Speech
that was Borrowed (al-mugtabas) from the Words of the Qurian’. As
an example of this, Thaalibi cites the following prophetic hadith:
“There are three signs of a hypocrite: If he is entrusted by someone,
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he betrays him; if he promises, he is unfaithful; and if he speaks, he
lies” Tha‘alibi states that the meaning of this hadith is taken (ma‘nahu
mugtabas) from Q. 9:75-7.%

In subsequent chapters on the Prophet’s Family (al-‘itra al-
nabawiyya) and the Companions, Thaalibi moves from Qur’anic
statements in which God speaks about these individuals to instances
of the individuals’ practice of igtibas. In sections of chapters 3 and
4, Tha‘alibi discusses how the Family of the Prophet, the four ‘rightly
guided’ caliphs and others, practised igtibas. For instance, Thaalibi
includes examples of the use of the Qur’an by the caliph Aba Bakr
al-Siddiq (r. 11-13/632-34) in his speeches and writing during the
so-called ‘period of apostasy’ (ayyam al-ridda).”® In these passages,
there is a sense that these important individuals are not only
selecting from the Qurian in an effective way, but also that the
Qur’anic text provides appropriate responses to the momentous
events in the life of the community.

Knowledge and wisdom

The subjects of knowledge (“ilm) and wisdom (hikma) occupy chapters
6 and 7 of Tha‘alibi’s compendium. Following the pattern established
in previous chapters, Thaalibi first cites Quranic statements
concerning knowledge and wisdom and then provides examples in
which scholars have derived knowledge from the Qur’an. In several
sections of chapter 6, Thaalibi quotes lines from a letter of the philo-
sopher Aba Zayd al-Balkhi (d. 322/934) in which he provides descrip-
tions of the arts (sinadat) of jurisprudence (figh) and speculative
theology (kalam), and cites appropriate Quranic verses endorsing
their practice.™

Tha‘alibi also highlights how scholars search the Qur’an for
answers to particular questions. He refers to this scholarly probing
of the Quranic text using the terms istinbatat (deductions) and
intiza‘at (abstractions) in reference to the strenuous search to locate
subtle meanings. For example, Tha‘alibi states that Aba Muhammad
Sufyan b. ‘Uyayna (d. 196/811) was asked if there was a verse in the
Qur’an that would verify the statement, related on the Prophet’s
authority, which goes, ‘No believer dies without becoming a martyr’
(ma min mu'min yamit illa mata shahidan). Sufyan searched for
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the answer in the Qurlan for three days, until he found it ‘visible
and open’ in Q. 57:19: Those who believe in God and His Prophets,
these are the true ones and Witnesses [shuhada’] before their Lord.>®

Practical ethics

What Thalibi terms the praiseworthy or blameworthy traits or
qualities of other human beings, or what we might call ‘practical
ethics’, forms the next main core of topics in chapters 8 and 9, and a
section of chapter 10. Here, the author provides a florilegium of
Qur’anic verses relating to a particular topic, such as ‘forgiveness’,
and instances of the use of these verses, for example in accounts of
men quoting apposite Qur'anic verses as they ask for forgiveness
before their caliphs.”® Tha'alibi’s treatment of ethics, however, can
deftly move from the serious to the light-hearted. For example, he
concludes this section with a story taken from Kitab al-Tdj, the
lost history of Abu Ishaq al-Sabi’ (d. 384/995). It tells of a young
man who, after leading a life of carousing and drinking, flees to
Azerbaijan to escape his father’s ire. After he stays there for a while,
the young man writes a letter to his father in regret of his former
ways, and the two reconcile. Upon reuniting with his son, the father
quotes the lines of Q. 5:34: Indeed those who repent before you are
able to apprehend them, for God will be forgiving and merciful
Thaalibi’s presentation of Qurianic quotations relating to practical
ethics in chapters 8 and 9 seems designed to demonstrate the multi-
plicity of topics for Qurianic quotation. Throughout these sections,
he follows a clear hierarchy in his organisation of topics and
subtopics. For example, in chapter 8, he begins with quotations that
encourage obedience to God, such as piety (taqwa), patience (sabr)
and thanksgiving (shukr); then he discusses social bonds, such as
loyalty to family (f7 silat al-rahim) and kindness to one’s parents (f7
birr al-walidayn); and he concludes with chapters on political ethics,
such as consultation (fI’l-mashiira) and the proper conduct of war (f7
adab al-harb).”® In chapter 9, Thaalibi provides the corresponding
discussion of quotations censuring blameworthy ethics. Although
Thaalibi derives both the examples and the discussions of the
examples from Qur’anic statements, there are some tensions between
the two chapters. For example, Thaalibi describes the manipulation
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of others (mudarat) in chapter 8 as a praiseworthy ethic derived from
the Qurian. But in chapter 9, he warns against ‘two-faced” behaviour
(ft dhamm dhi’l-wajhayn).”® Despite these possible contradictions,
Thaalibi’s arrangement seems to suggest the apparently limitless
possibilities of topics for which a suitable Qurlanic quotation may be
found.

In chapter 10, Thaalibi addresses the topic of contradictions
supported by various Quranic verses. He provides instances in
which quotations from the Quran can be used to endorse contrary
positions. For example, in one section he provides quotations
discussing the ‘excellence of money and the desire to acquire it,
and ... of trade and reliance on a craft’ (fi fadl al-mal wa’l-sa7 fi
kasbihi wa ... al-tijara wa'timad al-san‘a), while in the section
following it he provides several quotations that contradict the previ-
ously offered advice.® Subsequent sections on slowness and haste
(al-ta’anni wa’l-‘ajala), love and hate (al-hubb wa’l-bughd), youth
and old age (al-shabab wa’l-shayb), and want and superabundance
(al-qilla wa’l-kathra), afford a similar vision of the multiple possibil-
ities latent in the Qur’anic text.!

Social conduct and comportment

Thaalibi discusses igtibas from the Quran in relation to social
conduct and comportment in chapters 11 and 12 with respect to
‘women, children and brothers’ (al-nisa’ wa’l-awlad wa’l-ikhwan)
and ‘food and drink’ (al-ta‘am wa’l-sharab). Both of these chapters
explore dimensions particular to its subject matter according to a
pattern of opposites established in previous sections of the work.
For example, while the first section of chapter 11 lauds marriage to
women (fr’l-nikah wa dhikr al-nisa’), the positive sentiment is
tempered by the next section warning of the so-called ‘wiles of
women’ (kayd al-nis@’) in reference to Q. 12:28: your [womanly]
guile is great (inna kaydakunna ‘azim).> Women’s use of iqtibas is
also addressed. For instance, one story features a woman whose
speech consisted solely of quotations from the Qur’an.®® The sections
on food and drink pertain to the fruits mentioned in the Qur’an.
Tha‘alibi cites verses in which a poet extols the fig (tin) over the olive
(zaytun) because it is mentioned first in Q. 95:1.%*
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Speech

The use of iqtibas in speech is the subject of chapters 13, 14 and 15.
In chapter 13, after an introductory section devoted to the praise of
eloquence, Thaalibi provides a series of excerpts from thirteen
orations (khutab) in historical order from the Prophet to ‘Abd Allah
Ibn al-Mu‘tazz (d. 296/908), in order to demonstrate the practice
of quotation from the Qur’an.®® Displays of Quranic eloquence
compared to human speech follow in the next section entitled
‘Challenges and Retorts’ (mu‘aradat wa mundaqadat). Thaalibi here
relates stories where a person offers up a line of poetry and another
person demonstrates that it is less eloquent than a corresponding
verse of the Qur’an with the same meaning.*®® These are followed by
instances of clever extemporaneous speech (muhadarat), such as
the line that allegedly occurred to ‘Ali b. Abi Talib when he saw a
group of men playing chess, quoting Q. 21:52 and speaking the
words of Abraham, ‘What are these “statues” to which you bow
down?*” Chapter 14 continues with examples of Qur’anic usage that
highlight the instantaneous recall of the responder in the genre of
the so-called al-jawabat al-muskita or the ‘silencing retorts’. Here,
the shared knowledge of the Qur’an is used often in highly inventive
ways. For example, once someone insulted Muhammad b. al-Qasim
Abwl-‘Ayna’ (d. 283/896), calling him Abw’l-‘Amya’, punning on his
name, alleging his blindness rather than his sight. Instantly, he
hurled back an insult taken from Q. 22:46: ‘Indeed their eyes are not
blind, but their hearts are blind within their chests, and the hearts [in
this passage] are men like you.*®

Politics

Igtibas in the field of politics is another central topic of this work.
Although this topic is covered only in one chapter (chapter 18), it
is the longest in the work, totalling nearly eighty pages in the
published edition.*®® The main sources for this chapter are the letters
of the three leading chancery stylists of Buyid Iraq and Iran roughly
contemporary with Thaalibi: Aba Ishaq al-Sabi’, ‘Abd al-‘Aziz b.
Yasuf al-Shirazi (d. 388/998) and al-Sahib b. ‘Abbad (d. 385/995).7°
Tha‘alibi focuses upon the letters of investiture for office (‘uhiid),
from which he quotes extensively, since these letters enumerate
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the particular duties of the office holders; he then quotes from
the Qurian to demonstrate that the particular duty was a divine
command.”

Tha‘alibl’s excerpts from political letters with Qur’anic citations
also demonstrate how the Qur’an was utilised in other types of polit-
ical letters (sultaniyyat), namely those concerning the protection of
roads and borders, the return of fugitives, market regulations,
conquest and other topics.”* Similarly, his selection from friendly
letters (ikhwaniyyat) covers most common themes.”” Tha‘alibi
chooses sections from letters and does not provide the entire letter. It
is interesting to note that his collection mainly features letters from
the littérateurs of his own time.

Literary practice

Chapters 19, 20 and 21 address iqtibas in formal literary practices,
such as in proverbs, poetry and rhetorical devices. Tha‘alibT’s section
on iqtibas in verse focuses mainly on poetry that borrows its
meaning from the Qurlan. In one passage, Thaalibi begins with a
verse from the poet Isma‘il b. Muhammad al-Sayyid al-Himyari
(d. 173/789-90), ‘God has dispersed that which I have gathered of
knowledge between the donkeys, sheep and cattle’ (gad dayya‘a’llahu
ma jama‘tu min adabin/bayna’l-hamiri wa bayna’l-sha’i wa’l-
bagqari). Tha‘alibi then cites poems by al-Manstr al-Namari (d. 190/
805-6), Abit ‘Ubada al-Walid b. ‘Ubayd al-Buhturi (d. 284/897),
Abt Tammam Habib b. Aws (d. 231-2/845-6) and Abw’l-Tayyib
al-Mutanabbi (d. 354/965), which all seemingly refer to Q. 25:44:
Indeed they are like cattle, nay they have gone even further astray.
According to Tha‘alibi, this is a demonstration of the manner in
which several poets may all make use of the same Quranic image.”
Tha‘alibi continues this act of discovering Qur’anic antecedents in
the following section dealing with what he terms the poets’ ‘hidden
and elegant iqtibas’ (al-iqtibasat al-khafiyya al-latifa). At one point,
he even suggests that one of the verses anthologised by Aba
Tammam in his Hamadsa was so close in meaning to the Qur’an,
that it was ‘as if” the pre-Islamic poet was practising igtibas.”” The
remainder of the sections of the chapter dealing with poetry
addresses generic poetic genres (aghrad), such as panegyric poetry
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(madh), blame poetry (‘itab) and love poetry (ghazal), and considers
cases of Quranic igtibas within them.”

In chapter 21, Thaialibi moves from the discussion of poetic
iqtibas to the topic of poetic and rhetorical devices found in the
Qur’an, such as concision (fjaz), metaphor (isti‘ara), likeness (tash-
bih) and figurative language (majaz). Here, Thaalibi seems to be
suggesting that one who considers the Quran’s own use of language
can derive general rules and standards relating to compositional
style and eloquence. It is unclear, however, whether Tha‘alibi believed
that following these general rules was a form of iqtibas.”

Dream interpretations, prognostications, invocations and amulets

Several chapters explore iqtibas and its relation to hidden know-
ledge. For example, chapter 17 concerns interpretations of dreams
and visions in the light of Quranic verses. The first section of the
chapter provides accounts in which particular visions are inter-
preted, stressing the possibility for multiple and contradictory
meanings of the same symbols and the applicability of various
Qur’anic verses. The second section of the chapter contains a list of
symbols in dreams, the meaning of which is always established
because of their clear reference to Qur’anic verses. For example, a
dream about meat implies slander (ghiba) because of Q. 49:12,
which says: Would any one of you wish to eat the flesh of his dead
brother, so they made it hateful”®

Chapters 22 and 23 deal with Qurlanic quotation in the inter-
pretation and recitation of the Qurian and the act of finding an
omen from the Quran (tafa’ul).” Chapter 24 addresses various
types of invocations to God, which are also quotations from the
Qur’an.® The last chapter, chapter 25, concludes the work with
reference to theurgical uses of the Quran, such as the use of
Qur’anic expressions on amulets for pains and illnesses.®

Leitmotifs in the Kitab al-Iqtibas

Having considered the main topics of the work in detail, three main
leitmotifs of the work can be seen. In the first place, it is clear that
throughout the text, Tha'alibi considers the Quran as a productive
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source for new meanings. Time and time again, Thaalibi clusters
akhbar (accounts), letters or poems that quote from or allude to the
same verses of the Qur’an. This clustering serves to demonstrate the
seemingly inexhaustible productive possibilities latent in the source
text, as well as the artistry of the individual authors in incorpor-
ating or adapting particular verses on the level of both style and
meaning.

The second major leitmotif of the work, in some ways the converse
of the first, is the universal application of Quranic expressions.
Throughout the work, Tha‘alibi incorporates Qur’anic borrowings
into an almost limitless range of social, intellectual and literary
contexts. In this compendium, the Quran speaks to a wide plurality
of topics that can, and often do, appear to be opposed to one another,
such that Tha‘alibi is able to discuss the virtues of generosity and
frugality while finding Qur’anic support for both.

The third major leitmotif of the work is that new Quranic mean-
ings are discoverable. Throughout the many chapters dealing with
religio-political history, practical ethics, social comportment,
literary production and even magical practices, Thaalibi demon-
strates that new meanings of the Qur’anic text are always to be
uncovered. For Thaalibi, the modes of discovery of new meanings
are themselves plural. Strenuous exercise of the rational mind
(while certainly praiseworthy) is no more important than modes of
discovery that occur through witty repartee in the course of an
amusing anecdote or through revelation in a dream.

The Adib’s Quran: Al-Iqtibas within Tha‘alibi’s
Oeuvre and Thought

In Moliere’s play Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme (The Bourgeois
Gentleman), the famed Monsieur Jourdain asks for something to be
written in a form that is neither verse nor prose. His interlocutor,
the ‘philosophy master’, replies to him that ‘there is no other way to
express oneself besides verse and prose . . . because if it is not verse
it is prose, and if it is not prose, it is verse’.*

Unlike the philosophy master who submits a facile answer
to Monsieur Jourdain’s question, udaba’ like Tha‘alibi were very
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interested in the relationships between poetry and prose, and spent
much time and effort on the art of transforming poetry into prose
and vice versa.*® Tha‘alibi devoted a number of books to the topic of
‘prosification’ in addition to his comments on the subject in his
Yatimat al-dahr and its continuation Tatimmat al-Yatima. In fact,
Tha‘alibi is credited with the oldest surviving work on the subject of
prosification (nathr al-nazm) in his work Nathr al-nazm wa hall
al-‘aqd.** Moreover, in addition to this work, he wrote three other
treatises on the topic of prosification. The first two of these works,
Sihr al-balagha wa sirr al-bard‘a and Nuzhat al-albab wa ‘umdat
al-kuttab, consider the practice of prosification (hall al-nazm) and
rendering the product into simple prose (nathr).* Thus, for Tha‘alibi,
though ‘prose was not verse’ it could be fashioned from verse and
could thus display much of the latter’s imagery and expressiveness.

Similarly, for Tha‘alibi and other udaba’, not all prose was simple
prose. In an unpublished work entitled Saj* al-manthir (Rhymed
and Rhythmic Prose), also known as Risalat saj‘iyyat al-Tha'alibi
and Quradat al-dhahab, Tha‘alibi collects examples of prosification,
this time rendering the poetic verses into rhymed and rhythmic
prose (saj‘) and proverbs (amthal).’® The work is addressed to state
secretaries and bureaucrats (kuttab) in particular, and he encour-
aged them to memorise and use these examples in their corres-
pondence (mukatabat). According to Thaalibi, it is saj‘ and poetry
(shi‘r), not unadorned prose, which are suitable for use in official
missives or letters of friendship. In this work, Tha‘alibi suggests that
a hierarchy in the modes of speech exists: saj‘ and shi‘r are more
artistic, refined and appropriate in certain contexts than unadorned
nathr.

Finally, there is the case of Quranic language that is not prose or
verse or saj‘. Although according to some scholars the Quran may
partake of attributes of all three forms, other scholars were wary
of comparing divine and human speech.?” On various occasions in
his works, and in the introduction of al-Iqtibas, Tha‘alibi acknow-
ledges the Qur’an’s inimitability (i‘jaz). However, he does not
explain his justification for his belief in the doctrine of i%jaz,
although by his time a number of scholars had provided detailed
treatments of the topic.®
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For Tha‘4libi, the Quran as divine language is of an entirely
different register than human language. Human language, as we
have seen above, includes nathr, saj* and shi‘r, and the adib may
express the same idea in more than one form. These different
forms have different uses and there are contexts in which one form
is more suitable than another. Indeed, as we have just noted, the
well-trained adib studies the art of transforming speech from one
mode to another and is sensitive to the differences between forms.
Divine language, however, can only be used through igtibas to
embellish or improve human speech as it sets the standard for
the utmost eloquence in all areas of human discourse. There is
ultimately no manner of transforming human speech into divine
language.

Throughout Thaalibi’s al-Igtibas, we have seen the many ways
in which quotation and allusion to the Quran were practised
for four centuries in the Muslim community. As an adib skilled
in both poetry and prose, Thaalibi was sensitive to the technical
obstacles involved in the quotation of and allusion to the
Qur’an, such as the fact that verses of the Qur’an must be incor-
porated in poetry in a somewhat different manner than in prose.
Yet, his work is broader than a discourse on the technical aspects
of the art of igtibas. As we have demonstrated above, Tha‘alibi’s
al-Iqtibas is both a record of and a guide to the innumerable
ways humans encountered the miraculously eloquent words of
their Lord.
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