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Abstract:

Hyperbolic expression was a subject keenly discussed by premodern Muslim literary
critics, and these debates have received considerable attention among contemporary
students of mediaeval Arabic literature. Since an exaggeration is technically an
untrue statement, the issue was widely perceived as having a marked ethical
dimension, on which Muslim jurisprudents also expressed a variety of different
opinions. This essay explores such controversies among premodern Muslim jurists
in particular, as well as the ways in which these debates relate to those among the
littérateurs.
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To choose a fitting topic for a volume honouring Professor Ivanyi is an easy task for
a former student of his, given the extraordinary breadth of Ivanyi’s range of expertise
within Arabic studies. As someone who had the good luck to study various aspects
of both Arabic literature and Islamic law under his guidance, I choose to address here
an issue that cuts across these two disciplines: poetic hyperbole as a juridical
problem.

A predilection for hyperbolic expression is a notable characteristic of Arabic
poetry in the pre-Islamic period (Brown 2003:41-42; Ayoub 2019:7) as well as in
the formative period of Islamicate culture, in which von Grunebaum (1967:2)
perceives an “obsession with hyperbole” and the ubiquity of “verbal excesses in
praise and lampoon”.! The unprecedented profusion of rhetorical devices in the
‘modern’ Arabic poetry of the 3rd/9th century could not fail to attract growing critical
attention onto this topic, with the technical vocabulary to describe these devices
developing gradually in subsequent centuries (Gruendler 2017:137, 141). As could

L1t is worth noting too that hyperbole continues to play a central role in many genres of
Arabic dialectal poetry; see Ayoub 2019:6.
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be expected, then, the issue of hyperbole in Arabic literary criticism has been the
subject of ample commentary. The most useful study to date is one by Amidu Sanni
(2004), to which I owe my understanding of the main outlines of this debate among
the premodern literary critics. In this essay my goal is to supplement the existing
scholarship with an overview of juridical assessments of the literary uses of
hyperbole. In so doing, I wish to illustrate whether and how jurists’ views differed
from those of literary critics.

1 The Problem of Hyperbole

Hyperbole appears quite early as an item in the constantly expanding list of figures
of speech in Arabic theoretical works on literary rhetoric (Badawi 1978:43—44).
Indeed we already find ifrat fi s-sifa (hyperbolic description) discussed at quite some
length in Ibn al-Mu‘tazz’s (d. 296/908) seminal Kitab al-badi * (1bn al-Mu‘tazz, Badi*
65-68).2 One finds quite a variety of Arabic terms — such as mubalaga, ifrat, tablig,
igal, itra’, taqassi, etc. — used in reference to hyperbole.® Beyond this terminology,
hyperbole was further subdivided by some Arab literary specialists into yet more
categories. Ibn Higga (d. 837/1434) presents a tripartite system by distinguishing
three subcategories: mubalaga, igraq and guluww. The distinction appears to be one
of degree rather than of kind, since he defines mubalaga as “an exaggeration in
describing something so that it is possible and can plausibly occur”, igrag as “an
exaggeration in describing something so that it is possible yet cannot plausibly
occur”, and guluww as “an exaggeration in describing something so that it cannot
possibly occur”. He further notes that quite a few authors fail to differentiate between
these subcategories, although the difference is, in his words, “as clear as the morning
(mitl as-subh zahir)”.*

Whatever their terminology, literary critics and jurists alike obviously treated
praise-poetry as an ethical issue independent from, even if affected by, the aesthetic
considerations.® The crux of the problem with panegyrics was the inevitable
tendency of the genre to contain exaggerated, and therefore technically untrue,
statements. If taken literally, the latter would constitute lying (kadib), an intensely

2 Indeed, even in somewhat earlier works; see Sanni 2004:169.

3 Halldén 2005:22 mentions ifnab, a term that often means “verbosity”, as an Arabic
equivalent of “hyperbole”.

* Ibn Higga, Hizana 111, 135, 142. Pace Ibn Higga, the distinction probably appeared far
more opaque to many learned men in the premodern Muslim intellectual milieu, at any rate
to those in preceding centuries; see Sanni 2004:166-168, 170-174.

® This despite some literary critics’ explicit rejection of intermixing religious and aesthetic
criteria in assessing literary works; see for instance Jacobi 1972:90.
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negative quality in Muslim ethics that many scholars would detect in virtually all
fictional genres.®

2 Hyperbole in Literary Criticism

For premodern Muslim literary critics, poetic hyperbole is closely associated with
the issue of the facticity or otherwise of a poem, and more particularly with that of
‘lying’ (kadib).” Given that hyperbole by definition overstates the true facts, this is
reasonable enough. Most literary critics, however, point out that poetry (and
literature in general) is not supposed to be based on truth or judged according to its
facticity.® Others disagreed and disapproved of exaggerations and all forms of ‘lying’
in literature.® Here is Abii Hilal al-* AskarT (d. after 400/1010) describing the intrinsic
tendency of poetry to contain lies:

Most [poetry] is built upon lies and impossibilities entailing implausible
attributes (al-kadib wa-l-istihala min as-sifat al-mumtani‘a), as well as
extraordinary descriptive terms and mendacious words [...]. It is especially so
with pre-Islamic poetry, which is the most powerful and masterful kind of
verse, of which only good phrasing and sound meanings are required. This is
what made the utilisation of lies [...] acceptable in it (al-*Askar1, Sina ‘atayn
136-137).

6 Beaumont 1994:48. Arab critics’ views on ‘truth’ and ‘lying’ in both poetry and prose
were in fact far more complex and nuanced, but there is no space here to discuss this issue.
See for instance Gruendler 2003:247-248; Toral-Niehoff 2015:60-61; and on the routine
association of poetry with lying, see Yosefi 2016:136-137; Sanni 1990:342, 350 (note 16).
It is interesting to note in a modern treatise on the television show Sa ‘ir al-milyiin, the popular
poetic contest in Arabic dialectal poetry broadcast in the Arab Gulf states, that the sin of
“distorting and misrepresenting facts (fazwir al-haqd’iq wa-tahrifuha)” is attributed to
dialectal poetry in particular. According to the treatise, calling dialectal verse and its masters
‘poetry’ and “poets’ is ipso facto mislabelling them. See al-Gamidi 1429/2008:25-26.

 For instance, Ibn Higga (Hizana 11, 133) begins his discussion of mubalaga with
affirming that most authorities approve of this literary device because of the adage “the best
poetry is that which is the most mendacious (aksan as-si r akdabuhu)”. Cf. also Ibn Rasiq,
‘Umda 348; Sanni 1990:342. Of course, despite the centrality of truth to discussions of
poetry, and poetic hyperbole in particular, a whole range of other considerations were at play
in assessing poetical performances. Gruendler points out (2008:340) that the poet’s public
role “was far too sophisticated to fit the narrow moral categories of sincerity or mendacity.”

8 This issue is subtly but definitely different from that of lexical accuracy (hagiqa)
discussed by al-Gurgani and other premodern Arab literary critics, on which see Key
2018:220-228.

® For more on these debates, see for instance Ibn Rasiq, ‘Umda 339-341, 347-348; lbn
Abi I-Isba’, Tahrir 148-150; and Biirgel 1974:56-66; Jacobi 1972:92-95; Yosefi 2016:137—
139, 145-148.
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Four centuries later we find al-Qalqasandi (d. 821/1418) arguing along the same
lines and pointing out that hyperbole fully qualifies as lying, since whatever it states
is by definition untrue.’® However, he makes a subtle distinction between mild and
inordinate hyperbole:

When the hyperbole goes beyond the bounds of plausibility and runs the
course of sheer lying (al-kadib al-mahd), then it is censured (madmiima) in
religious law even though poets will treat such things as permissible and will
not strive to avoid committing them. God the Most High reports about them
[Q. 26:225]: “hast thou not seen how they wander in every valley and how
they say that which they do not...” (al-Qalgasandi Subh 11, 210-214).1

Al-Qalgasandi’s younger contemporary, the Egyptian man of letters Sihab ad-Din
Muhammad al-Ibsiht (d. 850/1446) observes that God praises certain people in the
Quran, and draws a conclusion from this:

On these grounds, praising a man on account of his existing praiseworthy
characteristics is licit. As for the Prophet’s saying “when you see those who
praise, throw dust in their faces™*?: according to al- Utbi* this refers to invalid
praise and lying. As for praising a man for traits that are in fact present in him,
there is no harm in it. The Prophet was praised by Abi Talib, al-‘Abbas,
Hassan, Ka ‘b and others, and we have not heard that he threw dust in the face

of anyone praising [him]... (al-1bsthi, Mustatraf 303).

Another near-contemporary from the Mamluk domains, Ibn Higga al-Hamaw1 (d.
837/1434), rated the literary device of mubalaga highly and defended it against its
detractors by pointing out its use in the Quran* and many hadith texts, an argument
hard to refute. He was far less supportive of more extreme types of exaggerations
(i.e. those termed igrag and guluww in his scheme), but still regarded them as
permissible if some qualificatory word (gad, ‘perhaps’; lawld, ‘were it not that’;

10 Indeed, the issue of hyperbole constituted the central point of mediaeval Muslim
discussions of lying in poetry; see Gruendler 2003:109.

11 Cf. Ibn Abi I-Isba’, Takrir 154.

12 The Prophet’s words appear both directly and as reported speech in variants of hadith
no. 3002 in Muslim, Sakih 11, 1365; and also see al-Bayhaqi, as-Sunan al-kubra X, 410. For
a brief discussion of this and related hadiths, see Sharlet 2011:9. Another well-known hadith
likens explicit praise to cutting a man’s throat (or similar variants); see al-Buhari, Sahih
1517-1518 [hadiths no. 6060 and 6061]; Muslim, Sakik 11, 1365 [hadiths no. 3000 and 3001];
al-Bayhaqi, as-Sunan al-kubra X, 410. On the mediaeval Muslim courtly audience’s
variegated reactions to, and interaction with, recitals of panegyrics, see Gruendler 2008:328—
330.

13 Probably the Malikite jurist and traditionalist Abt ‘Abdallah Muhammad b. Ahmad al-
“Utbi (d. 254/868).

14 A topic already discussed by Abii 1-Hasan ‘Al ar-Rummani (d. 384/994) in his an-
Nukat fi i ‘gaz al-Qur’an; see Rippin 1983:39.
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kada, ‘almost’) kept them, however tenuously, within the bounds of possibility.®* He
noted that the Quran does not contain examples of igraq and guluww devoid of such
qualifications. Accordingly, he classifies guluww into two categories, acceptable
(magqbiul) and unacceptable (gayr maqbiil), depending on the presence or absence of
these modificatory phrases. He even regards some examples of extreme poetic
hyperbole (guluww) in praise poetry as evidence of the unbelief (kufi) of the poet.
However, he makes one single exception to this principle, saying that gu/uww is not
a hazard — indeed, the very term is an oxymoron — in panegyrics on the Prophet.'®

3 Juridical Views on Hyperbole

Bearing in mind that men of letters and jurists were partially overlapping categories,
it is unsurprising that literary critics’ discussions of hyperbole seeped over into
Islamic law. One reason for the impact of literary debates upon legal thought is that
truthfulness, a major issue in literature, is an obvious concern for jurists as well. No
wonder that, in his short précis on the Satan-inspired wrongdoings of the poets, the
Hanbalite Ibn al-Gawzi (d. 597/1200) mentions among other sins “lying in praise[-
poetry] beyond all limits (al-kadib fi I-madh harigan ‘an al-hadd)” (Ibn al-Gawz,
Talbis 180).

Since some of the companions of the Prophet were noted for their poetic skills,
and he was the object of considerable praise-poetry by these men, the issue of the
ethical aspects of panegyrics inevitably arose in the early Muslim community,
providing valuable legal precedents for later juridical thought. The authoritative
hadith collections offer some guidance regarding the issue of hyperbole in poetry.
Thus, Muslim’s Sahih has a short section within the chapter Kitab az-zuhd wa-r-
raqa’iq titled Bab an-nahy ‘an al-madh ida kana fihi ifrat wa-hifa minhu fitna ‘ala
I-mamdiih (On the Prohibition of Praise If It is Extravagant and There Is the Risk of
Enticement for the Object of Praise). The section contains three hadiths, two of
which exist in several variants (Muslim, Sahih 11, 1365-1366 [hadiths no. 3000 to
3002]). Al-Buhart’s collection has a section called Bab ma yukrahu min at-tamaduh
(On the Objectionable Kinds of Praising One Another) within the chapter Kitab al-
adab (al-Buhari, Sahih 1517-1518 [hadiths no. 6060 to 6061]). Abti Bakr Ahmad b.
al-Husayn al-Bayhaqt’s (d. 458/1060) as-Sunan al-kubrd includes a subchapter

Vo=

katiran zahiran kadiban mahdan (On a Poet Who Praises People by [Attributing to

15 Cf. Ibn Rasiq, ‘Umda 350-351; Sanni 2004:168, 171.

18 |bn Higga, Hizana 1, 135, 142-143, 149, 153, 155-156. Other scholars might see the
latter point as considerably more complicated. Thus, the Ottoman-era scholar Yasuf b.
Isma‘Tl an-Nabhani (d. 1350/1932) argues in his Gawahir al-bihar fi fada’il an-nabi al-
muptar that the veneration of the prophet Muhammad must be strictly distinguished from the
corresponding beliefs and practices of Christians and Shi‘a Muslims, since poetic hyperbole
must in no way be mixed with positive doctrine. See Pagani 2022:528.
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Them] What is Not in Them, If This Becomes Frequent, Conspicuous, Pure Lying)
(al-Bayhaqt, as-Sunan al-kubra X, 410).

Literature is not a separate subject discussed for its own sake by premodern
Muslim jurists. Furthermore, the accepted principle, whether explicit or implicit, was
that it is only in formal and stylistic features that prose and poetry differ (von
Grunebaum 1952:336), and thus different moral standards do not obtain in assessing
them. That said, poetry did occasion a number of specific moral qualms, duly debated
by jurists. It must be borne in mind that in the mediaeval Muslim context “poetry, in
particular the elaborate gasida, was a living art form with a purpose, and not (only)
the venerated artifact and ingredient of the educated canon it was to become to
subsequent centuries”, to borrow the apt words of Beatrice Gruendler (2008:329).Y7
She further notes that hyperbolic praise was one of the most efficient means of
spurring the audience towards the desired responses (Gruendler 2008:349). The
typical context in which the use of hyperbole by poets is discussed is that of
testimony (Sahadat) in legal proceedings, i.e. the issue of deciding if a particular
person is fit to act as a witness. Some, but not all, juridical works devote a separate
section to the issue of Sahadat as-Su ‘ara’, the testimony of poets. The lawfulness of
a poet’s testifying may hinge upon a number of poetic practices (such as his habit of
composing invective poetry or his use of certain motifs of love poetry), of which
hyperbole in praise-poetry is one.

Instead of offering a systematic overview of each legal school’s opinions, in the
following paragraphs I will concentrate on the Shafi‘ite juridical tradition because
of limits of space, but also because jurists of this school seem to have discussed this
issue in most detail.

3.1 The Shafi ite Tradition

As-Safi s (d. 204/820) Kitab al-umm already contains a short section on the
problem of Sahddat as-su ‘arda’. He sets out the main principles that we find in all
subsequent Shafi‘ite figh works (and often elsewhere too). Regarding hyperbole, the
two pertinent principles are that poetry is not objectionable in and of itself but it may
be made so by the presence of certain features, and that one of the latter is the poet’s
excessive lying in his panegyrics (bi-an yamdaha fa-yuktira I-kadib).*® This can
indeed lead to the rejection of his testimony. A§-Safi ‘T then goes on to specify further:
[...] and if [the poet] is content with praising people for traits that are not in

them to the extent that it becomes frequent, evident and overt, indeed pure
lying (kadiban mahdan), his testimony is to be rejected [...]. If, however, he

17 Cf. Sharlet 2011:7-8.

18 Cf. al-Bayhaqt, Ma rifa X1V, 339; al-Bayhaqt, as-Sunan al-sagir 1V, 181; al-Bayhadj,
as-Sunan al-kubra X, 401; Ibn al-Mundir, al-Israf X, 283; al-Mawardi, Hawi XVII, 202—
203; Ibn Qudama, Mugni X, 160.
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praises someone truthfully and duly respects truth, or exaggerates (yufritu) in
a way that does not really constitute lying, his testimony should not be
rejected.

Within the more general issue of testimony, the Shafi‘i jurist Muhammad b.
Dawud as-Saydalant (d. 427/1035-1036) gives a balanced consideration to poetic
lies and hyperbole (al-kadib fi wasf aw madh wa-itra’). He points out that
exaggerations and embellishments are an intrinsic feature of good poetry, even
though these are technically lies. He then asserts that lying in poetry is of two
possible types, namely exaggeration (mubalaga) or pure lying (kadib mahd) that
cannot be reduced to exaggeration. The latter type has caused disagreements among
jurists, some of whom (to wit, most Hanbalites and Shafi‘ites, and some Malikites)
say that this is to be regarded as lying in a legal sense, while others (some Shafi‘ites
including as-Saydalani himself) contend that it does not qualify as lying in a strict
sense. The former justify their position by pointing out that poetry is to be treated
exactly as any other type of discourse, while the latter point out that, unlike a liar, a
poet does not intend his poetry to be taken as literally true, and thus the element of
intentional deception is absent (‘Afif 1438-1439:463-467).

The Imam al-Haramayn al-Guwayni (d. 478/1085) gives as-Saydalani’s opinion
serious consideration and stresses the latter’s distinction between intentional lying
and unintentionally counterfactual tropes, as well as another important distinction
between habitual and occasional exaggerations. Here is the relevant passage, which
is worth quoting at some length because of its unusual lucidity in presenting the main
dilemmas:

What is ought to be investigated is whether the poet reaches the point of lying
in his descriptions, or in his praise and hyperboles (itra@ ). Now, what most of
our fellow[-Shafi‘ites] opine is that whoever composes such works is a liar,
and that it is tantamount to his lying either occasionally or habitually.
However, as-Saydalant said: “It is not the same as lying, for a liar is one who
gives [genuine] information and passes a lie off as the truth, while poetry is
just an art (sind ‘a) and the poet’s purpose is not to be believed in what he says.
Therefore, he is not a liar.” Those who hold the former opinion say: “An
occasional case of this [i.e. untrue hyperboles and panegyrics] may be
tolerated and need not affect the acceptability of the [poet’s] testimony, but
lots of it must lead to the rejection thereof.” The corollary (giyas) of what as-
Saydalant said is that no distinction is to be made between a little and a lot [of
using such motifs], for it is not [serious] information from an informant
needing verification (al-Guwayni, Nikdya XIX, 25).

19 23-Safi‘T, Umm VII, 513; part of which is cited verbatim in al-Bayhaqt, Ma rifa. XIV,
339 and in slightly modified form in al-Bayhaqi, as-Sunan al-kubra X, 410.
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Al-Gazali (d. 505/1111) offers a characteristically nuanced assessment of
hyperbole in his various works. In the Wagiz, al-Gazali does not mention hyperbole
— whether in panegyrics or in other contexts — as one of the legal grounds for
disqualifying a poet as a witness.?® In /hya’ ‘uliim ad-din, he discusses it the context
of the section on the potential harms of poetry as well as in the section on lying. In
the former context, he states:

In general, the reciting and composition of poetry is not prohibited if there is
no objectionable passage (kalam mustakrah) in it. The Prophet said: “There is
wisdom in poetry.”? How nice are praise, reproach and love as themes of
poetry, but lying may spoil them. God’s Messenger ordered Hassan b. Tabit
to lampoon the infidels and to make unsparing praise, for even if it is untrue
(kana kadiban) it does not share the prohibited nature of [genuine] lying. Like
this [verse] that a poet said: “If there had been nothing but his own soul in his
hand, he would give it away generously, so let anyone asking [favours from]
him fear God!” This is just a description of extreme generosity, so if the object
of the verse is not generous [the poet] will be a liar, and if he is generous, then
exaggeration (mubalaga) is just part of the mastery of poetry and it is not
meant to be believed literally (al-Gazali, Jhya’ 1016).

Then in the section on lying, al-Gazali further elaborates on the moral nuances of
technically untrue exaggerations. His arguments here are not specifically about
poetry, but they are clearly relevant to that context as well:

A kind of lying that does not justify [a verdict of the perpetrator’s] sinfulness
(fisq) is the common phenomenon of exaggeration (mubdalaga), such as saying
“I asked you such-and-such a thing [a hundred] times”, or “I told you so a
hundred times”. It is not supposed to specify the exact number of times but to
convey [a sense of| exaggeration. Thus, if his request took place only once,
the man is lying, but if his request took place an unusual number of times, the
man committed no sin even if the number was less than a hundred. Between
these two [cases] are various gradations in which a man who nonchalantly
utters exaggerations risks becoming a liar (al-Gazali, Ihya’ 1032).

Further on in the same work on Islamic ethics, al-Gazali treats praise (madh) in a
separate subsection as one of the “banes of the tongue” (afat al-lisan), and gives
several reasons for this remarkable perspective. The very first of these is that praise
always “involves the risk of exaggeration, which leads to lying (gad yufritu fa-
yantaht bihi ila I-kadib)” (al-Gazali, Ihya’ 1053). Apart from this statement, the rest
of the subsection is unconcerned with hyperbole. Ever the nuanced thinker, al-Gazalt
concludes it by stating that praise may in fact be commendable rather than

20 al-Gazali, Wagiz 2:248, cited in ar-Rafi‘1, ‘Aziz X111, 9-10.
2L See al-Buhari, Sakif 1535 [hadith no. 6145]; and cf. Sanni 1990:345.
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objectionable if one carefully avoids the potential moral risks inherent in it (ibid.,
1054-1055).2

Roughly a century later, ‘Abd al-Karim b. Muhammad al-Rafi‘1 (d. 623/1226)
states that a poet’s panegyrics should be investigated and if it is plausible to regard
the contents as mere hyperbole, then it is licit practice (ga ‘iz). If, however, it cannot
be regarded as merely exaggeration (mubalaga) but it is sheer lies (kana kadiban
mahdan), then most Shafi‘ites (probably including a§-Safi‘T himself) opine that it is
like any ordinary tendency to lie, and if it becomes a habit, the poet’s testimony
should be rejected “just as if he habitually lied in what is not poetry (ka-ma ida aktara
I-kadib fi gayr as-si‘r)”. The Shafi‘ite authors Abii Bakr Muhammad al-Qaffal (d.
365/976) and as-Saydalani, however, argue that it is not like ordinary lies, “because
a liar passes off his own lies as true and spreads them, whereas a poet’s purpose is
not to be taken at face value in his poetry but [to demonstrate] his mastery (sina ‘a)”
(al-Rafi1, ‘4ziz X111, 17-18). This argument is taken virtually word by word by two
preeminent Shafi‘ite scholars, MuhyT d-Din Abii Zakariyya Yahya b. Saraf an-
Nawaw1 (d. 676/1277) (an-Nawaw1, Rawda X1, 229) and Kamal ad-Din Muhammad
b. Miisa ad-DamirT (d. 808/1405) (ad-Damirt Nagm X, 308).

Later Shafi‘ite authors tend to expand upon the views of their predecessors rather
than offer entirely new perspectives. One passage that deserves consideration here
appears in Ibn Hagar al-Haytam1’s (d. 975/1567) listing of grave sins (kaba ’ir).> The
sixtieth item on the list is extravagant praise-poetry about a person whose behaviour
does not justify it (al-itra’ fi §-5i v bi-ma lam tagri I- ‘ada bihi). It is worth quoting
the relevant passage:

This [being a grave sin] is further proven by what [Abi [-Qasim ‘Abd ar-
Rahman] al-Fawrant [d. 461/1069] says in the ‘Umda: “If [the poet]
exaggerates in his praise of a man, stating what has never been [observed of
the latter’s] behaviour (ma lam tagri bihi I- ‘dda), then this is explicit lying
(kadib sarih) and impudence (safah), and on these grounds the testimony [of
the poet] must be rejected. AI-Adru‘T says: Linking it to past behaviour
(taqyiduhu bi-1- ‘dda) is a good point. The sheikh Abii Muhammad says: If
[this poet] does not utter a lot of genuine lies (al-kadib al-mahd) his testimony
is valid.” Then it is said in the ‘Umda: “If [the poet] mentions a simile
comparing a man to a lion or to the full moon, it does not adversely affect [his
fitness to testify]; likewise a prose writer who mentions something that might
actually happen, such as saying ‘I keep mentioning you throughout the night

22 For more on al-Gazali’s views on poetry, see Ouyang 1997:33-35.

2 The concept of kabira (grave sin) is a legally important one, even though its definition
is controversial. Although the issue is complicated, the general Shafi‘ite principle is that a
man who commits a kabira is thereby to be considered a fasig (sinful, immoral) person and
should not be allowed to give testimony. For an authoritative discussion of this, see ar-Ramli,
Nihaya V11, 294-295.
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and the day’, or ‘I leave no gathering devoid of your mention’, or ‘You are
dearer to me than my own soul’. This does not disqualify [his testimony], since
he does not intend to lie, all this being mere ornament of speech, so it is just
like invalid oaths (lagw al-yamin).” [...] It is probable that one ought to
discriminate among the objects of praise (bayna mamdith wa-mamdiih). If [the
poet] exaggerates (balaga) in his description of a man who has generosity or
knowledge or valour, or any trait that he actually possesses, and praises it
excessively (agraqa fihi)?, it does no harm. However, if [the object of praise]
is utterly devoid of that trait — such as a sinful or ignorant or niggardly man
being presented as the most knowledgeable or just or generous of all men, the
mendacity of which is shown by experience — then this [poet] has cast away
the shroud of modesty and manly virtues, as has the man who has made
panegyrics his trade and spends most of his time cultivating it; unlike a man
who only occasionally composes a panegyric about individuals who have
done him favours. The latter can be excused for excessive hyperboles (al-
igrdaq fi t-tana’), since it serves only to demonstrate [poetic] mastery and fine
verse-making. [...] [Al-Adru ‘1] also says: “If a poet makes his praise excessive
(yamdahu wa-yutrt), then if it can be interpreted as a kind of exaggeration
(mubalaga) it is permissible, otherwise it is sheer lying (kana kadiban
mahdan) according to most of our fellows [i.e. Shafi‘ite scholars] (Ibn Hagar,
Zawagir 11, 215).%

After this passage Ibn Hagar mentions the littérateurs’ debates on the merits and
demerits of hyperbole vis-a-vis straight descriptions, an issue that we have briefly
mentioned above. Inclusion of these debates in Ibn Hagar’s text shows the continuing
impact of literary critics’ voices upon legal thought.

3.2 The Other Schools of Law

There is no space here for a comprehensive summary of the views of the other legal
schools. However, a few glimpses into Hanbalite and Malikite opinions will perhaps
reveal a number of characteristic patterns.

The most conspicuous feature of Hanbalite discussions of the issue seems to be
their brevity and lack of specification. Thus, Nagm ad-Din Ahmad Ibn Hamdan al-
Harrani (d. 695/1295) simply says that “if a poet engages in a lot of lying in praising,

Vo=

al-kadib fi madh aw damm aw fuhs fasaqa wa-illa fa-1a)” (Ibn Hamdan, Ri ‘Gya 11,

24 This edition reads a 7aqa and i ‘raq, an obvious error instead of the correct agraga and
igraq.

% For the latter observation cited from al-Adru T, cf. a very similar phrasing in ar-Ramli,
Nihaya VI, 299, which expands on a laconic statement in an-Nawaw1i, Minhag 568 [wa-
yubdhu qawl §i ‘r wa-inSaduhu illa an yahguwa aw yufhisa...].
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1271). Many later Hanbalites do not even make stipulate the frequency of employing
untrue poetic statements as a criterion of the poet’s moral standing. The Damascene
Hanbalite jurist Sams ad-Din Abii ‘Abdallah Muhammad Ibn Muflih al-MaqdisT (d.
763/1362) briefly states in the chapter on testimony that “if a poet uses exaggerations
in his praise for a gift (in farrata sa ‘ir bi-I-midha bi-i ta’ihi)” he is to be regarded as
a fasiq — and therefore unfit for testifying in court (Ibn Muflih, Furi “ 111, 638). This
general attitude (and the perfunctoriness of discussing the issue) is echoed later on
by Hanbalite jurists of the late mediaeval and early modern periods. Thus, Taqt ad-
Din Ibn an-Naggar al-Futiihi (d. 972/1564) offers what is practically a rephrasing of
Ibn Muflih’s words, stating that no testimony should be accepted from a poet who
exaggerates in panegyrics in exchange for money (5a ‘ir yufritu fi I-madh bi-i ‘ta’)
(Ibn an-Naggar, Muntaha V, 363). Hanbalite jurists of the early modern period seem
to do little more than repeat, or briefly comment on, these passages, such as Ibn Ab1
Taglib as-Saybani (d. 1135/1723) and Mustafa b. Sa“d ar-Ruhaybani (d. 1243/1827),
two Hanbalite jurists of Damascus. Both use Ibn Muflih’s original words in slightly
modified forms but keep the message intact (Ibn Abi Taglib, Nay! 1I, 477; ar-
Ruhaybani, Matalib VI, 519): no testimony may be accepted from a poet
exaggerating in his panegyrics in hopes of an award (5@ ‘ir yufritu fi madh li-i ta’).
The latter also adds that the famous Quranic passage condemning the poets (26:224—
226) refers specifically to those who know no bounds and lie (man asrafa wa-
kadaba), an interpretation that had already appeared verbatim in a much earlier
Hanbalite work by Ibn Qudama al-Maqdist (d. 620/1223) (Ibn Qudama, Mugni X,
158).

Malikite authors seem to lend even less attention to the issue of hyperbole in
praise-poetry, even though they are of course quite preoccupied with the problem of
lying. One finds the versified popular romances of Dilhimma (Dat al-Himma) and
‘Antar forcefully disapproved in various Malikite fatwas (e.g. by Abii ‘Abdallah b.
‘Arafa and Abi ‘Al b. Qaddah) precisely because they contain “lies” (kadib), i.e.
fictitious events and characters (al-WansSaris1 Mi ‘yar: X1, 172). Perhaps because of
this general suspicion of ‘untrue’ speech, the Malikites show a slight but palpable
dislike of poetry in general that seems to go back to Malik b. Anas himself and is
often expressed in the form of warning against wasting time, or at any rate too much
time, on poetry.®® According to a report, Malik also declared that a poet who
composes panegyrics but does not threaten to make invective if he is not
recompensed for his efforts is an acceptable witness, but poets engaging in this dirty
type of blackmail are not (al-Baradi 1, Tahdib 111, 584; Ibn al-Mundir, I5raf TV, 283).2
Some Malikite scholars, such as Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr an-Namart (d. 463/1070), say
practically nothing on excessive praise and declare praise-poetry unproblematic. He

2 E.g. Ibn Rudd, Bayan XVIII, 29-30.
27 Also cf. al-Mawardi, Hawi XVII, 210. The same principle is formulated in different
words in ar-Ruyani, Bazr X1V, 325.
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states that a poet who composes panegyrics (man madaha min as-su‘ara’) but
refrains from satire and love poetry addressed to specific, named women can be
accepted as a witness. He does not say anything else on poets, nor does he make
distinctions between different types of panegyric (Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, Kafi 11, 396). On
the other hand, the Malikite jurisprudent Ibn Rusd al-Gadd (d. 520/1126) does make
an implicit distinction when interpreting the well-known Quranic condemnation of
poets (26:224-226) as a reference to excessive hyperbole (guluww): “[the poets lie
because] in praising (yamdahiina) and condemning (yadummiina) and describing the
inclinations of their souls they exaggerate (fa-yugliina)” (Ibn Rusd, Bayan XVIII,
29).%8

Modern Muslim juridical thought shows some continuity with such premodern
precedents, especially with regard to the importance of the truthfulness of artistic
works. Thus, one finds a modern juridical work on the actors’ profession stating that,
even though acting is in principle permitted (mubdh) entertainment, it is associated
with a great number of additional features that make it prohibited (al-fi lat al-
muharrama wa-l-agwal al-munkara). One of these features is the propensity of
acting to involve lying and fabrications (al-kadib wa-Il-ihtilag) (Abu Zayd 1411: 45,
47).

4 Conclusions

One can perceive interesting similarities between juridical and literary assessments
of hyperbole among premodern Muslim intellectuals. For instance, many jurists’
division of poetical ‘lies’ into mere exaggeration (mubalaga) and ‘sheer lying’ (kadib
mahd) offers a clear parallel into some critics’ tripartite division of hyperboles into
mubalaga, igrdaq and guluww, the two latter subcategories being not just untrue but
implausible or inconceivable as well. Be that as it may, both perspectives — i.e. that
of the literary critics and that of the jurists — show an evident preoccupation with the
truth value of poetry.

In contemporary Western thought, truthfulness is not generally regarded as a
proper criterion of the worth of a literary work. Truth does, however, retain some
residual importance, especially in potential legal contexts, as evidenced by the
appearance of such disclaimers as “Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead,
is purely coincidental”, in the imprint page of a volume of fiction. That said, the
premodern Muslim approach now probably appears rather unfamiliar to the average
western man. What to make, then, of all those debates about poets ‘lying’ whenever
they use a hyperbole?

In his ethnography of speaking, Dell Hymes describes speech events in various
ways, including analysis in terms of conflicting expectations and hierarchies of

28 The interpretation that associates these Quranic verses with untrue panegyrics seems to
go back to Qatada; see ar-Riiyani, Bakr XIV, 324; al-Mawardi, Hawi XV, 208.
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speech function (Hymes 1962:38). This means that participants of a speech event
will often have different perceptions as to the proper speech function to attribute to
a text. The perception of exaggeration in literary texts as a form of lying can perhaps
be understood as an example of this kind of ambiguity and tension. We have seen
that some jurisprudents emphasise the referential (informative) function of all texts,
including poetic texts, while other jurisprudents recognise the primacy of a poetic
(aesthetic) and/or expressive (emotive) function when it comes to assessing poetic
texts in particular. As Hymes further points out (1962:30-31), some functions of
speech are closely associated with certain genres, literary or otherwise. Predictably
enough, the expressive/emotive and poetic/aesthetic functions are particularly
prominent in Arabic praise poetry. However, a jurisprudent who consciously refuses
to recognise any speech function other than the referential/informative will of course
disregard differences in speech functions altogether and insist on assessing all texts
in terms of truth and lies. As the debates among the jurists clearly show, the refusal
to consider speech function was deliberate rather than naive. I am afraid one can only
speculate as to the reasons.
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