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Marriage after Rape: The Ambiguous Relationship between Arab
Lords and Iranian Intellectuals as Reflected in Ibn al-Mugaffa“’s
Oeuvre!

Istvan T. Kristo-Nagy

Introduction

The title of this paper is advisedly incendiary. Evoking violent actions of the past is still
often used as ideological ammunition for current conflicts. To counter this tendency, some
scholarship tends to downplay the violence of the past, with the conscious or unconscious
goal of promoting a more peaceful future. Forgetting violence, however, does not make it
vanish. If we consider the scientific, and educational goal of historical studies, we should
rather face it, and understand it. Encounters between human groups and cultures have often
been violent, or partially violent.

We all have ancestors who raped, and ancestors who were raped. While rape has been a
terrorizing tool and a demonstration of humiliating dominance, the appropriation of women
used to be one of the main motivations of conquest.? In the context of the Arabic conquest
of the Sasanian empire, an example is offered in a speech delivered by an Arab commander
to hearten their light cavalry before the decisive battle of al-Qadisiyya (636 / 14), promising
them the property, the children, the women and the country of the vanquished, as recorded
by al-Tabari (died 310 /923).> This speech is echoed by another one, delivered in 130 /748,
by Qahtaba, a commander the ‘Abbasid, or rather Hashimite, revolution to encourage the
(Iranian?)* Khurasanians to fight the Syrians (i.e the dominantly Arab army of the
Umayyads). He claims, according to al-Tabari, that the latter conquered the land of the
former’s forefathers, took (married?) their women,’® and enslaved their children:

1 I would like to thank David Bennett, Dave Cole, Emily Cottrell, Jennifer London, Bianka Speidl,
Vasileios Syros, and Zoltan Szombathy for their helpful comments on earlier drafts of this paper.

2 See Chagnon's seminal paper, “Life Histories”. For a recent discussion of his work, see Chagnon,
Pinker, Wrangham, Dennett, Haig and Dawkins, “Napoleon Chagnon”. See also Kristo-Nagy,
“Violence”, 6 and 14.

3 For the entire speech, see al-Tabari, 7Ta rikh, prima series, V, 2289'>20, available on-line at
https://archive.org/stream/annalesquosscri02guyagoog#page/n637/mode/2up. For an English translation,
see Friedmann, The History, 85.

4 In this paper the adjective ‘Persian’ is used in the sense of farsi, i.e. belonging to, or originating from
the province of Fars/Pars, as well as referring to the farsi, i.e. ‘Persian’, language. ‘Iranian’ is used in
the more general sense of belonging to, or originating from the entire territory of Sasanian Iran. For a
nuanced study of the development of the ideological connotations of these terms, see Savant,
“Persians”.

5 adelui ) saSiiul 5 For the term S, see Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, 2847-2848.
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162 Istvan T. Kristo-Nagy

Men of Khurasan, this land belonged to your forefathers before you, and they were
given victory over their enemies because they were just and behaved rightly, until
they changed and behaved unjustly. God the Mighty and Glorious was then angered
with them. Their authority was taken from them, and the humblest people [ummah]
to share the earth with them was given power over them and took their land and their
women and enslaved their children. Yet this people ruled justly withal and kept their
word and succored the oppressed. Then they changed and altered; they went astray
in their governance, and people of probity and piety came to fear from the race of
God’s Apostle, may God’s benediction be on him, and peace! Thus God has
empowered you against them in order that revenge be enacted through you, that you
should be their greatest punishment, for you have sought them out for vengeance.
The Imam has sworn to me that you would encounter them in numbers great as
these, but that God would give you victory over them, and you will rout and slay
them.®

If ‘cultural appropriation” and ‘cross-fertilization’ are valid notions, ‘cultural rape’ is
also meaningful in describing forced imposition of cultural elements. Countless
mythological and historical accounts relate that following the appropriation of the women
of the vanquished, prolonged forced cohabitation can turn into a more or less merry
marriage, which results, through time, in the mixing of the genes and cultures of both sides.
The progeny of such ‘marriages’ has to deal with the historical memory of violence.’

The authenticity of the two speeches above does not concern us here, as the fact that
they were recorded by al-TabarT demonstrates their perceived importance. The commander
Qahtaba, the Khurasanian troops, and the historian al-Tabart® belonged to the progeny of a
marriage between Arab and Iranian culture. The universalist character of Islam’ allowed
Iranians to appropriate the ideology of their conquerors to the extent of turning it against
them. They made Islam their own. Their intellectuals excelled in knowing and using the
language of the Qur’an and the conquerors, Arabic.

The writings attributed to the eighth-century Persian'® katib (scribe-secretary), Ibn al-
Mugaffa“ and the biographical accounts about him give intriguing insights into this intricate
process. They reveal the ambiguous interactions between conquerors and vanquished,
Arabs and Iranians, men of power and political intellectuals, as well as Islam and Dualist
religious thought. By his birth and education, Ibn al-Muqaffa® belonged to the privileged
intellectual elite of Islamdom, a segment of society serving the even more advantaged
political and military leaders. He was a prominent author of early Arabic prose so renowned
for promoting the ideals and interests of his social stratum that he became the literary

6 This English translation is quoted from Williams, The History, 110-111. For the Arabic text, see al-
Tabari, Ta'rikh, secunda series, III, 2004!°-2005°, available on-line at https:/archive.org/stream/
tarkhalrusulwaal09abaruoft#page/33/mode/2up.

Regarding this speech, see Crone, The Nativist Prophets, 19-20, as part of her analysis of relationships
between conquerors and the vanquished after the Arab conquest of the Sasanian empire, and the
Persians’ motivations to convert to Islam, 1-22.

See two recent studies by Sarah Bowen Savant: Savant, The New Muslims and Savant, “The Conquest”.

See Daniel, “Tabari”.

See the Qur’an, 49/13.

10 See above, n. 4.

O 0

T©201 ,IO tto H Ar tz E%{;ni%’ﬁéKG W%%?ﬁ%%%%%?UTC



The Ambiguous Relationship between Arab Lords and Iranian Intellectuals 163

embodiment of those ideals. He and his peers integrated elements of the ideology and high
culture of a demolished empire into the construction of a new one. They provided their
rulers with imperial administrative and ideological expertise while also enhancing their own
status by describing themselves as the legatees of the wise men of a perfect empire and
thus, the ideal advisers of the rulers of the new one.

It is impossible to determine with absolute certainty the degree of authenticity of the
writings attributed to Ibn al-Muqaffa‘, or of the reports about him. Nevertheless, his oeuvre,
his personal destiny, and his reputation form a controversial but coherent picture, which
reveals the dialectic of submission, revolt, and mutual integration that shaped the intellectual
history of the early centuries following the Islamic conquests.

Ibn al-Mugqaffa“’s career and image

Due to the importance accorded to Ibn al-Muqaffa® by his contemporaries and subsequent
generations, we have a number of accounts about him. Based upon such reports his career
can be summarized as follows.!!

Ibn al-Mugaffa“ was from Jur (today’s Firizabad), in Fars. His original, Persian, name
was Rozbeh son of Dadiiya/Dadog. His father was a Persian nobleman who worked as a tax
officer for the Arab conquerors of the land of his ancestors. He was tortured and his hand
remained shriveled, mugaffa’. His son was called in Arabic ‘The Son of the Shriveled’, Ibn
al-Mugaffa‘. Nevertheless, Dadiiya provided two eloquent Bedouin teachers speaking
‘uncontaminated’ pure Arabic to educate his son who not only learnt to perfection the
language of the Arab conquerors, but also acquired familiarity with their culture and Islam,
as well as the language(s), literatures, courtly manners, and administrative skills of his
Persian ancestors.

Ibn al-Mugqaffa® worked as a professional intellectual, a katib (in plural: kuttab), that is,
a scribe, secretary, administrator, and adviser for the highest Arab dignitaries in the
turbulent times preceding and following the ‘Abbasid/Hashimite revolution. After the
victory of the ‘Abbasids, Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘ served the uncles of Abt-’l-‘Abbas al-Saffah, the
first caliph of the new dynasty (r. 132-136 / 749-754). Subsequent to the death of this
caliph, his brother, Abii Ja‘far (al-Mansiir, r. 136-158 / 754-775), rose to power and his
(and his brother’s) uncles became his first rivals. One of them, ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Ali, who was
a ruthless military leader and the strong man of the dynasty, claimed his right to the
caliphate and al-Mangitir needed all his political genius and luck to defeat him by the mighty
commander Abli Muslim. But al-Mansiir considered that Abli Muslim was also far too
dangerous to survive, thus the latter was trapped and slain.

Al-Mansiir was one of the most important rulers in the history of Islamdom. He founded
Baghdad and solidified the ‘Abbasid state. In his maneuvering against his uncles, al-Manstr
deposed one of them from the governorship of al-Basra, a city of utmost importance, and
appointed Sufyan b. Mu‘awiya b. Yazid b. al-Muhallab, a member of a highly influential
family. Ibn al-Mugqaffa“ was in this city serving al-Manstr’s uncles, who tasked him with
composing an Aman, letter of safe conduct, for ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Ali, who fled to al-Basra

11 For detailed studies of Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘’s life, career, and oeuvre, see Gabrieli, “L’opera”, Sourdel, “La
biographie”, Cassarino, L ‘aspetto, Arjomand, “‘Abd Allah Ibn al-Muqaffa‘”, Cooperson, “Ibn al-
Mugqaffa‘”, and Kristo-Nagy, La pensée.
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164 Istvan T. Kristo-Nagy

after his defeat by Abt Muslim. The letter was so skillfully written that by signing it al-
Mansiir could not have ensnared his uncle, and this frustration made him realize with anger
that his uncles had an irritatingly competent secretary-adviser, Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘, who would
need to be killed."?

According to our sources, it was al-Mansiir himself who had Ibn al-Mugqaffa® murdered
by the new governor of al-Basra and his henchmen. The governor, Sufyan, who was an
Arab aristocrat, harbored a personal hatred for Ibn al-Mugqaffa’, the Persian secretary, who
had used his superior intellect to humiliate him in the past. Furthermore, while Ibn al-
Mugaffa‘ served one of his former patrons he was also responsible for a break in Sufyan’s
career and clavicle. If we can believe a report recorded by the historian al-Jahshiyart (died
in 331/ 942), Ibn al-Mugqaffa’, at the age of thirty six, was captured in Sufyan’s house. His
limbs were chopped off one by one and put into the fire of an oven while he was still alive,
watching them burning and listening to Sufyan’s insults accusing him of being a Zindiq, a
dualist heretic.!> We do not know the exact date of Ibn al-Muqaffa“’s murder, but it must
have happened after the appointment of Sufyan as governor of al-Bagra — the middle of the
month of Ramadan 139/ February 757 — '# and before Abd Allah b. ‘Alf finally went to al-
Mansiir and was captured by him — the 17" of Dhii-I-Hijja 139/ the 12 of May 757.'3

Our sources have also preserved numerous sayings and acts attributed to Ibn al-
Mugaffa‘. These reports are sometimes contradictory, but their contradictions are paralleled
in the disharmonies presented by the writings attributed to Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘, which reflect
the conflicts of the period he lived and created in. As these tensions survived Ibn al-
Mugaffa‘ and remained relevant for a number of generations, he evolved into a symbol, a
literary figure himself.!® Thus, it is quite difficult to distinguish between Ibn al-Mugaffa‘
and his image. Nevertheless, the reason why his figure remained relevant was the continuity
of some of the major social tendencies and experiences lived by his generation and the
following ones. Such was the arduous integration between the different ethnic and cultural
components of the empire and the struggles and negotiations between its different elites. It
is congruous therefore to assume an organic relationship between the historical person and
the rather plausible portrait composed by the mosaic of the writings, sayings, and acts
attributed to him.!”

12 On this letter see Marsham and Robinson, “The Safe-Conduct”, and Krist6-Nagy, La pensée, 285-286.

13 See al-Jahshiyari, Kitab al-Wuzara’ wa-I-kuttab, 103'3-107° / al-Jahshiyari, Des Kitab al-Wuzara’, fols.
55b/110'-57b/114'3. Sourdel, La biographie, 314-317 and Krist6-Nagy, La pensée, 58-60.

14 This date is provided by al-Tabar1, who notes that according to other sources this event occurred in 140.
See al-Tabari, Ta 7ikh, tertia series, I, 125! (accessible on-line at http://archive.org/stream/
tarkhalrusulwaal 1 Oabaruoft#page/n554/mode/2up) -126* (accessible on-line at http://archive.org/stream/
tarkhalrusulwaal 1 Oabaruoft#page/n552/mode/2up), and McAuliffe, The History, XXVIIIL, 56.

15 This date is provided by al-Tabari, who notes that according to other sources this event occurred in 140.
See al-Tabari, Ta rikh, tertia series, I, 126'"1? and 127'>13, accessible on-line at http://archive.org/stream/
tarkhalrusulwaal 1 Oabaruoft#page/n552/mode/2up, and McAuliffe, The History, XXVIII, 56-57.

16 A poignant example is the highly dramatized, but fearfully realistic description of his death by al-
Jahshiyari summarized above.

17 The validity of this image, irrespectively of the level of its correspondence to the historical person, is
expressed in the title “Autour d’Ibn al-Mugqaffa“ [...]” of the chapter dealing with Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘ in
Urvoy, Les penseurs libres, 29-66.
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The Ambiguous Relationship between Arab Lords and Iranian Intellectuals 165

His image is, however, still evolving today.!® His dramatic figure, life and death has
been rediscovered by modern literature.!® Since his importance as one of the fathers of
Arabic prose is hard to deny, some modern scholars have deployed admirably painstaking
efforts in debunking the sulfurous image of Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘, that was depicted by scholars
and litterateurs of the generations following him, in order to replace it by the myth of a
politically and religiously correct Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘, a good mainstream Muslim hero.? In
my view, the writings attributed to Ibn al-Mugqaffa® mirror rather his image as rendered by
the classical authors: a Persian Zindig secretary-adviser, working in the service of Arab
Muslim lords.

Ibn al-Mugaffa’s oeuvre

Translating between the old and new empires

It is well-known that the Persian Ibn al-Mugaffa“’s writings formed a key part in the
foundations of early Arabic prose. Indeed, he is mostly considered as a translator and
belletrist, and his importance as an original thinker is still not fully recognized: certainly, he
himself did his best to mask his thoughts.

Ibn al-Mugqaffa“’s official and literary career were interrelated. This is clear even in
spite of the fact that his only composition about which we know who commissioned it and
for what reason is the above mentioned Aman, letter of safe conduct for ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Ali
addressed to al-Mansiir, which had fatal consequences for its author.?! We do not know
which of his other writings were commissioned or which were composed on his own
initiative. He certainly earned his living and fortune as a professional scribe-secretary-
adviser writing for and on behalf of his patrons, but he also maintained his own views and
conveyed them through his writings. His oeuvre fits into the universal pattern that most
professional creators with a personal mission have to work on the agenda of their customers
in order to produce opportunities to promote their own vision. The larger the gap between
the intentions of the two, the likelier the use of some double language by the creator.
Different layers of Ibn al-Muqaffa“’s texts are meant to be understood by different layers of
society, and their contradictions reflect conflicting views and interests.

Writing for his extremely powerful patrons, Ibn al-Mugaffa® was able to employ his
combined skills in the Arabic language and Iranian administrative, official and political
expertise. He was one of the originators of the prose literature of the then new imperial
language, Arabic. The recording of individual works of prose literature usually requires
writing, and the production and storage of large amounts of written documents is only
possible in sedentary cultures. Most of the Arabs were sedentary even before their

18 Ahmed el-Shamsy is currently researching the rediscovery of Ibn al-Mugqaffa® in the 20th century.

19 See Al-Bassam, Kalila wa Dimna. Other modern literary works with political messages referring to
Kalila wa-Dimna include the plays Muhakamat Kalila wa-Dimna (The Trial of Kalila and Dimna) by
Mu‘in Tawfiq Bisist (1926-1984), Ma sat Ibn al-Mugqaffa ‘ (The Tragedy of Ibn al-Mugqaffa ) by ‘Ali
Ahmad Ba Kathir (1910-69), and a recent poem by Na‘im Hafiz, Al-Hiwar wa-I-murshid, nasaq Kalila
wa-Dimna (Dialogue and the guide according to Kalila and Dimna).

20 See for instance the impressively assiduous — and biased — scholarship presented by Chokr, Zandaqa,
189-209, or the similarly flattened image of Ibn al-Muqaffa“ in Lampe, Ibn al-Mugaffa’, 28.

21 See above.
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166 Istvan T. Kristo-Nagy

conquests which followed the rise of Islam, but, due to the shortage of lands allowing
intensive agriculture, the powerful nomads were dominant. Their culture was mainly oral
and aural and its most cherished treasure was poetry whose rhyme and rhythm made it
relatively easy to memorize. Even the Qur’an is composed in rhymed prose and
Muhammad was labelled by his opponents a poet,?? or a soothsayer.?? After the Islamic
conquest, however, the status and the way of life of the Arabs changed, and the status and
function of Arabic changed as well. Arabs became the military and political elite of a huge
empire and their language — venerated as the language of God’s ultimate revelation — was
decreed to be the official language of the Islamic empire by the Umayyad caliph ‘Abd al-
Malik b. Marwan (r. 65-86 / 685-785), whose rule consolidated the Islamicate state and
shaped its future.

Ibn al-Mugqaffa® and his ilk, non-Arab kuttab (secretaries) transposed the legacy of
highly refined courtly and administrative traditions into the Islamicate culture in
formation.?* The fifth successor of the caliph ‘Abd al-Malik was his fourth son, Hisham (.
105-123 / 724-743). Hisham’s secretary, Salim Abu-’l-‘Ala is, to my knowledge, the first
identifiable translator of late antique wisdom literature into Arabic.”® The husband of
Salim’s sister (or daughter), ‘Abd al-Hamid b. Yahya al-Katib (c. 69-132 / c. 688-750) was
the secretary of the last Umayyad ruler, Marwan II b. Muhammad (r. 127-132 / 744-750),
the first celebrated author in Arabic prose. Ibn al-Mugqaffa® was ‘Abd al-Hamid’s younger
friend. Salim was a Syriac Christian,?® ‘Abd al-Hamid was ‘a third-generation Muslim of
non-Arab, probably Persian, extraction’?” and Ibn al-Mugqaffa’ was Persian and and the
sincerity of his conversion to Islam, which occurred only some years before his death, was
highly dubious.?® They and their confreres elaborated the style of official correspondence in
Arabic and translated many Pahlavi (Middle Persian) works of late antique prose literature
into Arabic, a language that did not have a tradition of prose. They initiated in Arabic the
genre of written official and literary epistles (risala), and — along a continuum of styles and
topics — originated the Islamicate educative and entertainment literature (adab) including

‘mirrors for princes’ and ‘mirrors for courtiers’.?’

Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘ is generally regarded as one of the most illustrious prose writers of this
period. He was a crucial figure in conveying the imperial culture of Sasanian Iran
(including Indian and Greek elements) to the new Islamicate empire.>° He was a master of
translation and of the application of what he translated to his own times, combining the art
of official letters with that of educative (wisdom and advice) literature. His literary works

22 See Qur’an, 21/5,36/69, 37/36, 52/30, 69/41.

23 See Qur’an, 52/29, 69/42.

24 See Arjomand, “Legitimacy”, 227, and Kristo-Nagy, “Conflict and Cooperation”.

25 See below, n. 78.

26 See The Correspondence, Maroth’s introductory study, 8.

27 See al-Qadi, ‘Abd al-Hamid.

28 See Kristo-Nagy, La pensée, 75-79. See also below, the section, “Imperial Religion, Heretical Resistance”.

29 The phrase ‘mirror for princes’ “served as a title for many mediaeval European works of political advice
and has been adopted by Islamicists to describe similar books written in Arabic, Persian, and Turkish”
(Marlow, “Advice”). In my view, we can also speak about ‘mirrors for courtiers’.

30 On the translation from Pahlavi to Arabic, see Zakeri, Persian Wisdom, and Zakeri, “Translation”. On
the integration of the Persian heritage into the Islamicate culture see Crone, Medieval, 148-164.
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The Ambiguous Relationship between Arab Lords and Iranian Intellectuals 167

(amongst them historical writings, tales, aphorisms, political epistles, and translations) form
an educational program for the political elite. His official letters attest to his ability to apply
and actualize Sasanian patterns into the Islamic framework.

When translating Sasanian texts, Ibn al-Mugqaffa“ edited them in a way that a Muslim
reader would find acceptable and useful. He probably used translations also to express his
own ideas, hiding behind the authors and authorities of the past. Al-Jahiz (c. 160-255 / c.
776-868 or 869), one of the brightest figures of Arabic literature, born some twenty years
after Ibn al-Mugqaffa’s death, wrote that he was unable to distinguish between authentic
Sasanian texts and fake ones created by Ibn al-Mugaffa’ or by other bureaucrat-authors of
non-Arab descent, such as Sahl b. Hariin (died in 215 / 830), Abti ‘Ubayd Allah (died in
170 / 786-7), ‘Abd al-Hamid and Ghaylan (executed under the reign of Hisham b. ‘Abd al-
Malik, 105-25 / 724-43)3! All the personages listed here by al-Jahiz were mawali (in
singular: mawla), i.e. clients, kuttab, i.e. secretaries, eminent litterateurs (with the exception
of Abll ‘Ubayd Allah) and suspicious Muslims (with the exception of ‘Abd al-Hamid).>? On
the other hand, given that Ibn al-Mugqaffa’ himself became a celebrated authority for the
following centuries, it is not surprising that later authors, such as al-Jahiz himself>* abused
his name in order to sell (in a figurative and in a literal sense) their thoughts and their texts.

The notions of translation and authorship of this period were much more fluid than their
modern Western concepts.®* In Ibn al-Mugqaffa“’s texts we see a sort of ‘osmosis’ between
his translations and his ‘original’ compositions. The most famous text by Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘ is
his translation of Kalila wa-Dimna (Kalila and Dimna),* a collection of educative political
fables of mainly Indian origin based on the Parsicatantra/Panchatantra. 1t was translated
from Sanskrit into Pahlavi by Borziiya/Burzog,*® a physician of the time of the formidable
Sasanian king, Khosrow I Anushirwan (r. 531-579 CE), and from Pahlavi into Arabic by
Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘.?” His Arabic translation was translated into Latin and into nearly all
languages of Christendom and the Islamdom. He provided it with his introduction, probably

31 u\SJ\ ‘aﬂyﬁm.\ﬂjm}w)&w\.@\w)suwu\dmh‘fd\d;u‘)j\u\éuu\emydmj
LLL»JX\JLJM\}S}AU\U};\MUM}M\mjan\m;@bu_j)uwd@_ujcdsd\w\du

el B Jia ) griian
Al-Jahiz, al-Bayan wa-I-tabyin, 111. 29°-12,

32 On Sahl b. Harlin, see Zakeri, Sahl b. Hariin, and Chokr, Zandaqga, 179, 181-182. On Abt ‘Ubayd
Allah, see Moscati, “Abti ‘Ubayd Allah”, as well as the contrasting views of Vajda, Les zindigs, 186-
189 and M. Chokr, Zandaqa, 71-74. On ‘Abd al-Hamid, see above, n. 27. On Ghaylan see Pellat,
GHaylan b. Muslim.

33 Al-Jahiz, Kitab al-Fasl, 1, 3507-351°. For an English translation see Pellat, The Life, 218.

34 For an overview of the translations into Arabic from Pahlavi in this period, see Zakeri, “Translation”.

35 The two most important editions of the text are that by ‘Azzam, which is based on a manuscript dated to
618 / 1221 (see ‘Azzam’s introduction, 17), and that by Cheikho, which is based on a manuscript dated
to 739 /1339 (see Cheikho’s introduction, 24-26).

F. de Blois, Burzoy’s Voyage, 4, justly writes that “one gains the impression that ‘Azzam’s manuscript
represents a rather drastically abridged version of Kalilah wa Dimnah and that in Shaykh@’s more
extended version a smaller amount of authentic material has been omitted.”

For an excellent French rendering by. A. Miquel, based mainly on the text edited by ‘Azzam see Ibn al-
Mugqaffa‘, Le Livre. For English translations, see Irving, Kalilah and Dimnah and Jallad, The Fables.

36 On Borziiya/Burzog, see de Blois, Burzoy’s Voyage, and Khaleghi-Motlagh, “Borztya.”

37 On the transcultural and transreligious travel of the book, see de Blois, Burzoy’s Voyage, 1-17, Riedel,
“Kalila wa Demna”, Kinoshita, “Translatio/n”, and Kristo-Nagy, “Wild Lions”.
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interpolated his own ideas and one or two chapters into it, and obviously modified what
was needed for rendering the text acceptable to a Muslim readership. Similarly to Kalila
wa-Dimna, most of the material of the two most renowned ‘original’ adab works attributed
to him, the Kitab al-Adab al-kabir (The Great Book of Manners) and the Kitab al-Adab al-
saghir (The Small Book of Manners),*® is mainly translated, with possible interpolations
and rearrangements, with an added introduction, and, in the case of the Kitab al-Adab al-
kabir, an added conclusion.>

The phenomenon of (the descendants of) the vanquished teaching (the descendants of)
the conquerors is anything but infrequent in history. An example is the case of Livius
Andronicus labelled the ‘father of Roman literature’. He translated the Odyssey to Latin,
and by his translations and compositions he introduced epic, playwriting and lyric to
Roman literature. He was a Greek prisoner of war, and probably the tutor to the family of a
Roman consul,** similarly to ‘Abd al-Hamid, who was a private tutor*! and wrote an
educative letter for the Umayyad crown prince, son of Marwan II b. Muhammad, and to Ibn
al-Mugqaffa‘, who was a tutor of at least one young member of the ‘Abbasid family.*?
Quintus Ennius, also regarded as the ‘father of Roman literature’ descended from a noble
family of a people vanquished by the Romans, the Messapians. According to a report about
him he said: “Quintus Ennius tria corda habere sese dicebat, quod loqui Graece, Osce et
Latine sciret. (‘Quintus Ennius used to say that he had three hearts, since he spoke Greek,
Oscan and Latin.”)”.#

Reportedly, Ibn al-Muqaffa® was also from the nobles of the vanquished,** and he was
plurilingual. He was an expert in several Iranian languages and writing systems in addition
to his Arabic that excelled that of the Arabs.*> The explanation of the meaning of the name
of the Dari language for example goes back to him.*® Many of his colleagues were not only
bi-, but tri- or plurilingual and cultural, as, in spite of their familiarity of the dominant
traditions of the Sasanian or the Byzantine as well as of the Islamic empire, their ethnic,
linguistic and religious background did not necessarily correspond to any of them.

The historical and socio-cultural background of Ibn al-Mugqaffa“’s translations and of
their lasting success was the growing importance of non-Arabs in the Islamic empire. The
integration of the different ethnicities and traditions was vital for the survival of the Islamic
empire and for the evolution of Islamic/ate culture. The very success and the continuous
character of the integration of new elements into the Islamic culture (which new elements
were often older than Islam, though newly integrated into it) blurs the distinction between
Islamic and Islamicate.?’

38 See Kristo Nagy, “On the Authenticity”.

39 See Kristo-Nagy, La pensée, 181-185.

40 See Howatson, The Oxford Companion, 342-343, and Martin, Catullus, 11-12.

41 See al-Qadi, “The impact of the Qur’an,” 286.

42 See Krist6-Nagy, La pensée, 65 (n. 126), and 217.

43 See Yntema, Material Culture, 160.

44 See above.

45 See al-Nadim, Kitab al-Fihrist, 1/1, 31'2-34°.

46 See ibid. and Lazard, “Dari.”

47 For Hodgson’s original definition of the term ‘Islamicate’, see Hodgson, The Venture of Islam, 1, 57-60.
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The mawali’s participation in the armies of the ‘Abbasid/Hashimite revolution was
crucial.® The defeat of the dominantly Arab armies of the Umayyads heightened the
strength and self-confidence of the non-Arabs and their expectations had to be taken into
consideration while shaping the ‘Abbasids’ ideology and practice.** The ethnic mixing
between Arabs and non-Arabs in the empire was present in the ‘Abbasid ruling family
itself; for instance the caliph al-Manstir’s mother was a Berber slave girl.>

Ibn al-Muqaffa® composed his Risala fi I-Sahaba (Letter about the Entourage/Retinue
[of the Caliph]) after the victorious ‘Abbasid/Hashimite revolution against the Umayyads.
This epistle sets up a post-revolutionary program outlining the necessary steps for the
consolidation of the new dynasty. It is addressed to the ‘Abbasid ruler, designated as Amir
al-Mu’minin (The Commander of the Faithful), Caliph, and Imam.>! As the text goes
through the key points that the ruler has to deal with, Ibn al-Mugaffa“ discusses the mixture
of the inhabitants of the two main cities Iraq, al-Kiifa, al-Basra, whom he saw as the new
social base and intelligentsia of the dynasty®> — himself being one of them —** with the
Khurasanians, who constituted the military backbone of the revolution, and the mixture
between the Arabs and the Iranians (al- ‘ajam) — himself being one of them —*.3 The
chapter of “The hermit and his guest,”>® which was interpolated, most likely by Ibn al-
Mugqaffa’, into Kalila wa-Dimna, might envelop a hidden message, which reflects that even
the attitude of the non-Arabs toward this general tendency of fusion was equivocal. This
fable can be interpreted as a coded warning, coming from a non-Arab, against the mutual
integration between Arabs and non-Arabs.>’

Remarkably, both the Risala fi I-Sahaba,’® and the end of the fable of “The hermit and
his guest” give explicit aristocratic advice to the ruler that he should stop the rise of the
lowly to the positions of the lofty.® Ibn al-Muqaffa’ does not propagate ‘permanent
revolution’; his goal is to stop the wheel of revolution, and to fortify the new establishment.

Ibn al-Mugqaffa® advised rulers on how to make decisions, but also counselled his
colleagues on how to survive the burden of guiding the decision makers. High profile
secretaries coming from non-Arab families and arriving at the top of the imperial

48 See for instance Qahtaba’s speech mentioned above.

49 See Gutas, Greek Thought, especially chapters 2 and 3.

50 See Kennedy, “al-Mansur”, 427.

51 On this epistle see Goitein, “A Turning Point”, Arjomand, ‘Abd Allah Ibn al-Muqaffa‘, and Kristo-
Nagy, La pensée, 213-266 (including also references to further relevant studies). The most recent
studies include London, “The Abbasid”, and Yousefi, “Islam Without Fuqaha”.

52 Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘, Risala fi I-Sahaba, §§ 30-31, for an English translation, see Lampe, Ibn al-Muqaffa’,
102-103. See also Krist6-Nagy, La pensée, 243-244.

53 Ibn al-Muqaffa‘, Risala fi I-Sahaba, § 45, Lampe, Ibn al-Mugqaffa’, 112, see Kristo-Nagy, La pensée,
251-252.

54 A fact he does not mention.

55 Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘, Risala fi I-Sahaba, § 30, Lampe, Ibn al-Mugaffa’, 102, see Kristo-Nagy, La pensée,
243-244.

56 Cheikho, Kalila wa-Dimna, 243-244, ‘Azzam, Kalila wa-Dimna, 297-299, Irving, Kalilah and Dimnah,
187-188, Jallad, The Fables, 229-230.

57 See Kristo-Nagy, La pensée, 145-147, and idem., The Crow. Also see below.

58 Ibn al-Muqaffa’, Risala fi I-Sahaba, §§ 44-49, Lampe, Ibn al-Mugaffa", 112-117.

59 See Krist6-Nagy, La pensée, 252-253 and 158-159. See also Arjomand, “‘Abd Allah Ibn al-Mugaffa“”,
31-32.
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administration were amongst the most talented and most ambitious minds of their times.
They had, however, to try to keep a modicum of humility, for even if they had converted to
Islam, they were still only mawali, that is clients (in the Roman sense of the word cliens),
of their Muslim ‘patrons’ ‘at the hands of whom’ they converted. Thus their status remained
always subject and their blood cheaper, in both the literal and figurative senses of the
expression,® than that of their Arab patrons, who themselves were full-blood Arabs often
only on their father’s side.5!

These secretaries were not renaissance artists showing off their individual originality,
but second class citizens who were perilously close to the turning axis of the blood mill of
power.*? They sought to let their lords discover their expertise and usefulness but not their
personality and ego. Poets were different, for in the Arab tribal tradition, characterized by
strong solidarity of strong individuals, they expressed not only the values of their
community but also of their own. After the conquest, poets continued to praise their patrons
and themselves promoting and immortalizing both. Secretaries, however, even when
expressing their own ideas, had better hide themselves behind authorities of the past or any
imaginary covering mask, such as a legendary wise man or even a beast in a fable.%

Their attitude and behavior ranged between that of two jackals, heroes of Kalila wa-
Dimna. The first of the two jackals is Dimna, the archetype of the amoral arriviste, who
intrigues without any scruples and has no other principle than his personal success.®* His
opposite is the wise ascetic jackal, who, according to another fable of the collection,%
accepts the responsibility of advising and serving the ruler in spite of his preference for
ascetic life. His Bodhisattva-like behavior — he abandons his ascetic life leading to a
personal liberation for the sake of helping others — arouses of course the envy of all the
other Dimna-like courtiers who do their best to ruin him.

The ideal exhibited in Ibn al-Mugqaffa®’s writings is that of the wise adviser ready for
the life-threatening challenge of associating himself to power.®® According to the
descriptions about his behavior, however, he clearly derived some pleasure not just from
fulfilling this mission, but — perhaps unconsciously — from challenging and surpassing the
native Arabs in their own games such as generosity and eloquence as well as in
demonstrating the cultural superiority of his refined Persian heritage.®’

60 On the mawali, see Crone, Roman, and Wensinck, Crone, “Mawla”.

61 See Kristo-Nagy, “Conflict and Cooperation”, 65-66.

62 See Kristo-Nagy, “Conflict and Cooperation”, 70-75.

63 See London, “How to Do Things with Fables.” London argues that it was not simply safer but more
politically effective to advise elites through the medium of the fable.

64 See the chapters of “The lion and the bull” and “Dimna’s trial”, Cheikho, Kalila wa-Dimna, 53-124,
‘Azzam, Kalila wa-Dimna, 49-124, Irving, Kalilah and Dimnah, 1-71, Jallad, The Fables, 79-131.
On Dimna’s trial see Hamori, “Shameful and Injurious”, Jany, “The Origins”, Monroe, “Some Remarks”,
Ruymbeke, “Dimna’s”, and Kristo-Nagy, “Wild Lions”.

65 The chapter of “The lion and the ascetic jackal”, Cheikho, Kalila wa-Dimna, 217-227, ‘Azzam, Kalila
wa-Dimna, 257-270, Irving, Kalilah and Dimnah, 160-170, Jallad, The Fables, 193-199 and Kristo-
Nagy, “Wild Lions”.

66 On the dangers of dealing with those in power and the unprincipled careerists around them in Ibn al-
Mugaffa“’s oeuvre see Hamori, “Shameful and Injurious”, 189-212, Krist6-Nagy, “Who Shall Educate”,
idem., Wild Lions, and idem., La pensée, 159, 201-207, 223-224, 252 and passim.

67 See the chapter “Sa personalité”, in Kristo-Nagy, La pensée, 65-73.
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Of course jackals remained jackals and lions remained lions, not at all more sublime in
mind but stronger in power and anger. Thus, while advising or educating their patrons,
secretaries needed to be extremely cautious and circumspect. For Ibn al-Mugaffa’,
translating and composing was a way to save the cultural legacy of his ancestors and to
make his own contribution to it. Literature and translation were also educative devices.

Dealing with powerful ‘disciples,’ Ibn al-Muqaffa“ was aware that his approach must be
the most indirect possible. The goal of a section of his Kitab al-Adab al-kabir is to advise
the ruler. It can be described as a mirror for princes.®® Ibn al-Muqaffa‘ concludes it by
explaining that all that the ruler needs can be summarized in strengthening his power and
adorning it amongst the people.®® The next section, however, advises those who are in the
ruler’s entourage. It can be described as a mirror for courtiers. While the previous one
prescribes how rulers should act, this one describes, in an astonishingly outspoken manner,
how they do act.”® The conclusion of this mirror for courtiers includes a sentence that
summarizes Ibn al-Mugqaffa“’s thoughts about educating those in power: “Teach them, but
let them think/show them/ that you are learning from them; educate them, but as if they
were educating you.””!

While the political elites of the Islamic empire realized the importance of the political
theories of the empires they succeeded,”” they also needed them as applied in their
imminent political needs. Ibn al-Mugaffa® also served his patrons by integrating key
Sasanian political concepts into actual political texts, blending them with Islamic ideas and
formulas. He reused and actualized the ideas, formulas, structures, examples and images he
found in texts he read and translat