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Abstract 

 

This thesis examines five treatises on love from fourteenth-century Cairo and Damascus, all of which 

have been categorised by Giffen as pertaining to the “love theory” tradition.1 Fourteenth-century 

Cairo and Damascus, by this time the two centres of knowledge production in Arabic, is the only 

context in which we see multiple treatises being written in this tradition on the subject of love by 

authors who knew each other, read each other’s near-contemporaneous works and responded directly 

to each other in their own writing, making this a dynamic and intertextual corpus of materials. 

Moreover, that five of the same kind of treatise are written in the century, more so than at any other 

time, suggests that this kind of treatise, and the questions these treatises explore, had some currency in 

the period under investigation. These treatises are Shihāb al-Dīn Maḥmūd al-Ḥalabī’s (d.725/1325) 

Manāzil al-aḥbāb wa-manāzih al-albāb, the third chapter of the first section of the second book of 

Shihāb al-Dīn ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhāb al-Nuwayrī’s (d.733/1333) Nihāyat al-arab fī funūn al-adab, 

Mughulṭāy ibn Qilīj’s (d.762/1361) al-Wāḍiḥ al-mubīn fī man ustushhida min al-muḥibbīn, Ibn 

Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s (d.751/1350) Rawḍat al-muḥibbīn wa-nuzhat al-mushtāqīn, and Ibn Abī 

Ḥajalah’s (d.776/1375) Dīwān al-ṣabābah.  

The contribution of this thesis to the emerging field of the history of emotions in pre-modern 

Arabic literature is an analysis of the compilers’ approach to moral questions that derive from the 

experience of same-sex love, drawing from religious, medical, literary, historiographical and legal 

sources of knowledge. In particular, there is considerable focus on the psychology of same-sex love 

and desire and on the compilers’ depiction of the psychological and emotional conflict that derives 

from the condemnation of same-sex sexual intercourse in the individual’s experience of love. The 

thesis is broken into four chapters, which each survey different aspects of the compilers’ approach to 

moral questions. Starting with an examination of the proscription of same-sex intercourse, the thesis 

then examines the ways in which that prohibition has ramifications on the life of the moral subject, 

the idealised reader of the compilation; the thesis examines in turn the morality of gazing upon 

phenomenal beauty, chaste same-sex relationships and the ways in which women’s same-sex desire 

 
1 Giffen 1971. 
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could be controlled by men. The thesis demonstrates that same-sex lovers are faced with very specific 

demands and expectations in their navigation of their experience of love. By zoning in on the 

particular contour of moral questions that arise within the same-sex relationship, we begin to see how 

the compilers understand love to be inflected by its personal circumstances.  
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Notes 

- I have used a transliteration system based on the International Journal of Middle East 

Studies. The only difference is that I have indicated tāʾ marbūtah (ة) as -ah rather than -a.  

- I translate all quotations into English. For Arabic and Persian quotations, I also provide the 

original, either in transliteration, when quoted in-body, or in the original script, when quoted 

as a block quotation. I have transliterated as much as possible to avoid breaking up the flow 

of the text. For other languages (e.g. French), I do not provide the original, unless it is 

relevant.  

- I provide natural-sounding translations that are as close as possible to the Arabic. Where I 

have provided a more idiomatic translation, I also provide a literal translation.  

- In the first chapter, I have cited several ḥadīth texts in tabular form for ease of reading. As 

these are really block quotations, rather than tables, I have not named them “table 1” etc.  

- Hemistichs of poetry are separated by “***” in Arabic and “/” in transliteration.  

- I retain all original spellings in quotations, even where the spelling conventions of the original 

quotation are in American English or use a different transliteration system from my own (e.g. 

the Encyclopaedia of Islam’s “Ḳurʾān” rather than Qur’an). 
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Abbreviations 

 

Rawḍat = Rawḍat al-muḥibbīn wa-nuzhat al-mushtāqīn2 

 

al-Wāḍiḥ = al-Wāḍih al-mubīn fī man ustushhida min al-muḥibbīn 

 

Manāzil = Manāzil al-aḥbāb wa-manāzih al-albāb 

 

Nihāyat = Nihāyat al-arab fī funūn al-adab 

 

Dhamm = Dhamm al-hawā 

 

EI2 = Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, eds. P. Bearman et al. Leiden: Brill Online.  

 

EI3 = Encyclopaedia of Islam, Third Edition, eds. Kate Fleet et al. Leiden: Brill Online.  

 

EIR = Encyclopædia Iranica (Online) 

 

  

 
2 In title abbreviations (e.g. Rawḍat), I have retained the -t to make it clear that the word is an abbreviated title 

and not a word or part of a quotation.  
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Introduction 

Across the eighth/fourteenth century, five scholars from similar professional backgrounds, who lived 

between Cairo and Damascus, wrote compilatory treatises about love. They each attempt to map, in a 

more or less systematic fashion, what love is as it is embodied in the world, how it should look, how 

people should act when in love and how people should treat those who are in love. To do so, they 

draw from a great fund of literary, philosophical, theological, juridical and religious material, 

combining akhbār and aphoristic sayings together with Qur’anic quotations, ḥadīth traditions, legal 

rulings and Greek, Bedouin and Prophetic medical wisdom. Whilst our compilers exhibit a range of 

viewpoints concerning love’s benefits or pitfalls, each of them is highly aware of the dangers 

associated with it, from moral, civil, religious and medical perspectives; in this thesis, the focus will 

be firmly placed on how they approach different moral questions that derive from the experience of 

falling in love with somebody of the same sex.3 

The texts which make up the corpus of materials under study in this thesis are, in (roughly) 

chronological order of composition, Shihāb al-Dīn Maḥmūd al-Ḥalabī’s (d.725/1325) Manāzil al-

aḥbāb wa-manāzih al-albāb, the third chapter of the first section of the second book4 of Shihāb al-Dīn 

ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhāb al-Nuwayrī’s (d.733/1333) Nihāyat al-arab fī funūn al-adab, Mughulṭāy ibn 

Qilīj’s (d.762/1361) al-Wāḍiḥ al-mubīn fī man ustushhida min al-muḥibbīn,5 Ibn Qayyim al-

Jawziyyah’s (d.751/1350) Rawḍat al-muḥibbīn wa-nuzhat al-mushtāqīn, and Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s 

(d.776/1375) Dīwān al-ṣabābah. Giffen and Bell have described these texts as part of the “love 

 
3 The compilers do not tend to use the conventional term of akhlāq (ethics, morals) to describe their own work. 

Their focus on moral questions is more implicit (and part of their broader project of exploring what love is) and 

derives from the ways in which they analyse stories, behaviours and actions, as I will show across the thesis. 

Only Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah expounds at any length on the specific moral purpose of his book, as I discuss in 

1.1.2. More frequently, the authors describe their treatises very frankly as compilations of stories, poems and 

other pearls of wisdom about love; see e.g. al-Ḥalabī 2000, 1–2; Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 3–4.  
4 See Muhanna 2018, 30–5 on the structure of the Nihāyat.  
5 It is unclear whether Mughulṭāy’s or Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s text came first. Giffen places Mughulṭāy first 

in her chronology, 1971, 33–8. Balda-Tillier argues that Mughulṭāy finished al-Wāḍiḥ by 1340, 2022, 15–7. 

Holtzman has argued that Rawḍat was one of Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s Meccan works, written whilst on one 

of his long trips to the city for pilgrimage without his library, 2009, 217. These trips began in 1331; Holtzman 

dates Rawḍat to the “middle period” of his literary output, suggesting that he may have finished the work and 

disseminated it before Mughulṭāy, Holtzman 2009, 212. In any case, the two, who do not reference each other, 

were clearly writing at roughly the same time.  
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theory” tradition,6 which emerged in the ʿAbbāsid period and continued up until at least the 

seventeenth century.7  

The compilers all hailed from very similar professional backgrounds, and all contributed to 

intellectual culture in fourteenth-century Damascus and Cairo in many different ways beyond these 

compilations. Here, it might be worth pausing to think about why I have chosen to work on these 

cities, this period and these texts. In many ways, these texts form a very clear corpus of materials that 

operate within an established and recognised intellectual tradition and the compilers are self-

conscious in their writing about this tradition. As Sallām and others have noted, these texts refer back 

and forth to each other and to this much wider tradition.8 Within the “love theory” tradition in the 

fourteenth century, Manāzil acts as a watershed moment, with Mughulṭāy, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 

and Ibn Abī Ḥajalah directly referencing al-Ḥalabī as an influence, deriving source material from his 

work.9 Dīwān al-ṣabābah positions itself as a response and reorganisation of Manāzil,10 and 

incorporates large sections from Manāzil, Rawḍat and al-Wāḍih, with a clear intellectual debt to 

Rawḍat in particular; this intertextuality ties our compilations together into a clear and cohesive 

conversation that explores similar topics from related, if distinct, perspectives. Obvious across 

compilations, moreover, is intertextual influence (in terms both of outlook and source material) from 

Jaʿfar ibn Aḥmad al-Sarrāj’s (d.500/1106) Maṣāriʿ al-ʿushshāq and Ibn al-Jawzī’s (d.510/1116) 

Dhamm al-hawā,11 both at times dour books that document the nocuous and unpleasant consequences 

of falling in love.12  

 
6 The conditions for grouping the texts into a genre were that they included both a discussion of the nature and 

cause of love and a presentation of the aḥwāl (circumstances) of lovers, Giffen 1971, xv; see also Bell 1979a; 

Bell 1979b; Balda-Tillier 2009; Balda-Tillier 2014c. 
7 Giffen 1971, 48–50; Balda-Tillier 2015. Rizzitano suggests that Mubārak 1971 fits into the genre as well; 

Rizzitano 1953, 57. For an analysis of the early texts in the genre, see ʿAbd al-Wāḥid 1972.  
8 Sallām 1971, 2:129–201 surveys Manāzil, Nihāyat, Rawḍat and Dīwān al-ṣabābah; Balda-Tillier 2022, ch.3 

surveys al-Wāḍiḥ’s place in this tradition, Mughulṭāy’s sources and his influence. See also Giffen 1971, 31–41 

and 146–7. She separates out al-Nuwayrī’s work because she sees it as merely “material copied” from Ibn al-

Jawzī’s Dhamm al-hawā. As we will see (2.2.1), al-Nuwayrī is not just a copyist but (re)arranges the material to 

suit his goals; see also Muhanna 2018, ch.4 for a study of al-Nuwayrī’s methods.  
9 Giffen 1971, 31–2.  
10 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 3–6; Sallām describes him as critical of Manāzil, Sallām 1971, 198.  
11 Bell 1979b, 245; Giffen 1971, 31–41, 147; Balda-Tillier 2022, 93–5. Al-Nuwayrī and Ibn Qayyim al-

Jawziyyah demonstrate significant engagement with Dhamm, which has (somewhat excessively) been seen as 

the “perfectly recognizable model for the Rawḍat” Balda-Tillier 2022, 94.  
12 Bell 1979b; see Leder 1984 for an analysis of the contents and outlook in Dhamm. Maṣāriʿ remains in need of 

extended study.  
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Beyond the intertextual, there is also an interpersonal aspect that influenced the selection of 

this corpus of texts.  These authors all, to varying extents, knew each other personally. Clearly, it 

would have been impossible for Ibn Abī Ḥajalah and al-Ḥalabī to have met and interacted, given that 

Ibn Abī Ḥajalah was less than a year old when al-Ḥalabī died, but the two were linked through both 

Mughulṭāy and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, friends and colleagues of both the older al-Ḥalabī and the 

younger Ibn Abī Ḥajalah. This personal and textual interlacing of these compilations is relatively 

unique within this tradition; the only comparable circumstance of multiple texts in this tradition being 

written at the same time could be found in late-ninth and early-tenth century Baghdad, when al-Jāḥiẓ 

(d.255/868-9), al-Kharāʾiṭī (d.327/938), Ibn Dāwūd (d.297/910) and al-Washshāʾ (d.325/936) were all 

active, although it is unclear how well they all might have known each other, and their works do not 

evince the same level of intertextual interaction to any comparable extent.13  

It might be worth turning to the compilers’ biographies here, before considering how their 

imbrication within a broader intellectual culture that spanned fourteenth-century Cairo and Damascus 

provides a rich background to this study. Al-Ḥalabī, born in Aleppo in the latter half of the 

seventh/thirteenth century, began his career in Damascus, training in the law with Zayn al-Dīn ibn al-

Munajjā (d.695/1295-6), also one of Ibn Taymiyyah’s (d.728/1328) teachers.14 Skilled in the law, he 

became a Ḥanbalī judge for a time. His true calling, however, was for chancery administration 

(inshāʾ), poetry and adab; as his biographers note, he worked in the chancery for about fifty years in 

Cairo and Damascus. Beginning in Damascus, he moved to Cairo when he fell into hard times, before 

ending his career as Kātib al-Sirr in Damascus after the death of his predecessor Sharaf al-Dīn ibn 

Faḍl Allāh (d.717/1317).15 Ibn Ḥajar al-ʿAsqalānī (d.852/1449) notes that alongside his chancery 

work, he was respected by the Nāʾib al-Salṭanah (the vice-regent) and well-liked in Damascus, 

renowned for his religiosity, prayer, supererogatory works and Qur’an recital.16 According to Ibn al-

ʿImād (d.1089/1679), al-Dhahabi (d.c.748/1348) was one of his students and described him as 

 
13 See 3.1.2 for further comments regarding the relationship between al-Washshāʾ, al-Kharāʾiṭī and Ibn Dāwūd.  
14 See al-Kutubī 1973, 4:82–96; al-Ṣafadī 1931, 25:301–61; Ibn al-ʿImād 1931, 6:69-70; Ibn Taghrībirdī 1929, 

9:64-5; Ibn Ḥajar al-ʿAsqalānī 1997, 4:198-9; Ibn Rajab c1980, 2:378.  
15 See Petry 2022, 129–35 for an overview of bureaucracy in the Cairo Sultanate and 220–1 for a discussion of 

chancery literature.  
16 His piety was particularly noted by Ibn Ḥajar and al-Ṣafadī.  
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“religious” (dayyin), “good” (khayr) and “worshipful” (mutaʿabbid), someone who preferred to be 

quiet, but was good at conversation and full of virtues (kathīr al-faḍāʾil).17 Very well-known in 

intellectual circles of his day for the quality of his poetry and his writing, al-Ḥalabī has largely been 

forgotten in scholarship, in spite of the lengthy biographies of him left by al-Ṣafadī (d.764/1363) and 

al-Kutubī (d.764/1363), both of whom clearly venerated the older scholar.18 

 Much like al-Ḥalabī, al-Nuwayrī was trained in both religious sciences (ḥadīth scholarship) 

and adab and spent much of his life in the administrative bureaus of the Cairo Sultanate, at first 

enjoying considerable favour with Sulṭān al-Nāṣir Muḥammad (d.741/1341).19 He became a high-

ranking official in the Sultan’s administration, before a “political dust-up” with Ibn ʿUbādah 

(fl.710/1310), another high-ranking official, led to his political exile; he became a minor administrator 

in Tripoli, Lebanon, before returning to Egypt to work in two provinces in the Delta.20 The section of 

Nihāyat that forms the core of this study is but one very small part of a much longer encyclopaedic 

work that Muhanna describes as a “coherent intellectual project”, a self-edificatory work that 

combines stories, historiography, religious materials and other sources of knowledge on topics 

ranging from the human to the history of the world.21 Much like al-Ḥalabī, his biographers 

remembered him as being distinguished for his piety, with al-Ṣafadī noting that he fasted every year 

for Ramaḍān and read the Qur’an every evening. He notably copied the ḥadīth collection of al-

Bukhārī many times and sold the manuscripts at a high price.22  

 A friend of both al-Nuwayrī and al-Ḥalabī, Mughulṭāy had an interesting career that has been 

outlined by Balda-Tillier.23 A walad al-nās (son of a Mamluk), he trained as a ḥadīth scholar and 

eventually became the ḥadīth preceptor at the Ẓāhiriyyah madrasah after the death of his predecessor, 

Ibn Sayyid al-Nās (d.734/1334), thanks to help from another friend, the grammarian al-Jalāl al-

 
17 Ibn al-ʿImād 1931, 6:70.  
18 This thesis is to date the only sustained study of Manāzil beyond a simple summation of its contents.  
19 Ibn Ḥajar al-ʿAsqalānī 1997, 1:117; al-Ṣafadī 1931, 7:165; Ibn Taghrībirdī 1929, 9:219; al-Ṣafadī 1998, 

1:281–2.  
20 Muhanna 2018, 13–5, 23–7. 
21 Ibid, 6. 
22 Ibid, 108–12. 
23 Balda-Tillier 2022, 7–14. 
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Qazwīnī (d.739/1338).24 Unpopular among fellow ḥadīth scholars, he was imprisoned following the 

dissemination of al-Wāḍiḥ. Whilst Balda-Tillier alleges a number of reasons, including his ethnic 

origin and Ḥanafī juridical leanings,25 as potential motivations for his unpopularity, his biographers 

make it clear that the work was poorly received because of his controversial references to the 

Prophet’s wife ʿĀʾishah (d.58/678).26 He was released thanks to political support from Jankalī ibn al-

Bābā (d. 746/1345), whom Petry describes as a reluctant amīr, who preferred “the camaraderie of 

ḥadīth scholars, rhetoricians and poets” including the “author of licentious poems” Ibn Dāniyāl 

(d.710/1310).27 Al-Wāḍiḥ was Mughulṭāy’s only non-religious work, but this too centred on the ḥadīth 

of love martyrdom and, according to Balda-Tillier, was anchored in the “Islamisation” of passionate 

love.28 Unfortunately for Mughulṭāy, his work was described as suffering from technical istihtār 

(carelessness) and dafʿ (weakness).29  

 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah spent most of his life in Damascus.30 A student of Ibn Taymiyyah, 

with whom he was imprisoned until 1328, he became a highly conservative Ḥanbalī legal scholar. 

Despite his popularity in modern scholarship and Salafī Islam, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah was 

notoriously considered extreme by his contemporaries, in particular Taqī al-Dīn al-Subkī 

(d.756/1355).31 Al-Ṣafadī, who met him several times, remembered him as being severe but firm and 

clearly respected his legal scholarship greatly.32 A prolific scholar and polymath, his works cover all 

 
24 al-Ṣafadī 1998, 5:433–8; al-Ṣafadī 1931, 26:145–9; Ibn al-ʿImād 1931, 6:197; Ibn Taghrībirdī 1929, 11:9; Ibn 

Ḥajar al-ʿAsqalānī 1997: 4:433. 
25 Balda-Tillier 2022, 13–4. Neither of these suggestions are credible. Mughulṭāy was certainly not the only 

walad al-nās who contributed to the intellectual culture of the time - al-Ṣafadī is another obvious example; see 

e.g. Ismail 2017 and Haarmann 1988; both demonstrate that awlād al-nās may have found it harder than their 

Arab contemporaries to pierce into specifically literary culture, but their presence in wider intellectual circles is 

clear. The Ḥanafī madhhab was, much like the other legal schools, widespread and well patronised in the era; 

see Lawrence 2022. 
26 See e.g. Ibn Ḥajar al-ʿAsqalānī 1997, 4:433; al-Ṣafadī 1998, 5:435–8. In Balda-Tillier 2014a and Balda-Tillier 

2022, 13–4, she suggests that the reference to ʿĀʾishah is more of an excuse rather than the actual reason for 

controversy, which she sees as emanating from the “daring” conclusions of his adoption of the (relatively 

popular) doctrine of love-martyrdom (see 3.3).  
27 Petry 2022, 212.  
28 Balda-Tillier 2022, 71.  
29 Ibn al-ʿImād 1931, 6:197.  
30 See Ibn Rajab c1980, 2:447–452; Ibn al-ʿImād 1931, 6:168–72; al-Ṣafadī 1998, 4:366–70; al-Ṣafadī 1931, 

2:270-2; Ibn Ḥajar al-ʿAsqalānī 1997, 4:233–5; Ibn Taghrībirdī 1929, 10:249. For modern biographies, see e.g. 

Holtzman 2009; Bori and Holtzman 2010.  
31 Their relationship is surveyed in Bori and Holtzman 2010, 22–6. As Melchert has shown, even within his own 

Ḥanbalī legal school, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah “attracted little attention” from the ninth/fifteenth century 

onwards, Melchert 2013, 147.  
32 al-Ṣafadī 1998, 4:368. 
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different branches of learning, from law to medicine to theology; the wide-ranging source base used 

in Rawḍat reflects this disciplinary promiscuity. His biographers emphasise his familiarity with the 

religious sciences of ḥadīth, tafsīr, rijāl and law, but make it clear that his intellectual contributions to 

fourteenth-century culture were manifold. As noted by Anjum, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s 

biographers were also keen to highlight his abstemiousness and personal piety, with Ibn Rajab in 

particular commenting on his love of God, performance of dhikr, repentance, and repeated 

performance of the ḥajj.33  

 The final compiler, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah, had a different professional trajectory.34 Born in 

Tlemcen, he moved to Damascus after going on the ḥajj in his younger years, before settling in Cairo. 

In Damascus, he was a student of Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, whose thought clearly left a significant 

imprint on his; across Dīwān al-ṣabābah, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah quotes his predecessor at length on 

behavioural and moral questions, including on same-sex sexual intercourse and the dangers of letting 

the eye wander. As well as studying the religious sciences, he devoted a considerable portion of his 

time to the study of adab and poetry, and moved to Cairo in order to compose panegyrics for the royal 

court, becoming a companion of Sulṭān Ḥasan (d.762/1361) during his second reign (755-62/1354-

61); Dīwān al-ṣabābah is dedicated to him.35 He also became personally very close with Manjak al-

Yūsufī (d.776/1375), a relationship which led to his being appointed chief of the khānqāh (Sufi lodge) 

set up by Manjak near Cairo.36 Nominally a Ḥanafī, his biographers noted his conservative and 

Ḥanbalī leanings on matters of doctrine and orthopraxy.37 As we will see in 2.2.2, his conservative 

outlook on matters of ritual and piety led him to become a very outspoken critic of the 

contemporaneously popular teachings of Ibn al-ʿArabī (d.638/1240) and Ibn al-Fāriḍ (d.632/1235), 

 
33 Ibn Rajab c1980, 2:448. See also Anjum 2010, 162–3, who uses his personal supererogatory piety as evidence 

for his Sufi (but not “mystical”) leanings.  
34 See Ibn Ḥajar al-ʿAsqalānī 1997, 1:193; Ibn al-ʿImād 1931, 6:240–1; Ibn Taghrībirdī 1929, 11:131–2. For 

modern scholarly biographies, see Homerin 2017; Gründler 2009. The only specific study of Dīwān al-ṣabābah 

to date remains Rizzitano 1953, which provides a biographical sketch of the author and summary of the work.  
35 Homerin 2017, 15; Gründler 2009, 119–21.  
36 Ibid, 15–7. Giffen suggests that Dīwān al-ṣabābah “is not the kind of book that one might expect from the 

head of a Sufi community” given its concentration on this-worldly affairs of the heart, but that his erudition in 

the literary depiction of profane love highlights the breaking down of professional boundaries in this period, 

1971, 40.  
37 Ibn al-ʿImād accuses him of being all over the place in terms of religious principles, telling Shāfiʿīs he was a 

Shāfiʿī, Ḥanafīs he was a Ḥanafī and Ḥanbalīs he was a Ḥanbalī; Ibn al-ʿImad 1931-2, 6:241.  
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both of whom he denounced as heretics in his controversial work Ghayth al-ʿāriḍ fī muʿāraḍat Ibn al-

Fāriḍ. Throughout the latter half of his life, Egypt was ravaged by the effects of the Black Death, 

from which he died; it was in this social and psychological climate that his concern with correct 

orthopraxy, ritual piety and interpersonal interaction became so pronounced, as he understood the 

spread of plague to derive from God’s displeasure with contemporary society’s perpetration of sins.38 

Despite his extremism on the matter of monism and his condemnation of illicit sexuality and moral 

profligacy as causes of social unrest, his biographers called into question his own moral probity, 

noting that he was kathīr al-ʿishrah (had a lot to do) with Copts, drunkards (mudminī al-khamr) and 

other unsavoury characters of the social underworld.39  

What becomes clear from each biography is the breadth of disciplinary training, a distinct 

behavioural approach to personal piety,40 and professional imbrication into wider intellectual, 

scholarly and bureaucratic circles of the era. Each scholar participated in a broader social and 

intellectual network that spanned the length of the fourteenth century, a network including some of 

the intellectual luminaries of the age, including al-Ṣafadī, Ibn Rajab, al-Dhahabī and Ibn Taymiyyah.  

This intellectual culture was centred in the cities of Cairo and Damascus; all of the compilers lived in 

one of these cities at some point in their lives, and al-Ḥalabī, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah and Ibn Abī 

Ḥajalah moved between them repeatedly. As al-Musawi argues, the vast production of an “open 

market economy” in the field of knowledge production, which defines the fourteenth century in Cairo 

and Damascus, was supported by the scholarly genealogies that linked individuals together into a 

broader nexus.41 Likewise, this is a period in which we see a vast increase in the number of scholarly 

institutions, libraries, places of learning and study. 

Indeed, Cairo and Damascus had developed in this period what Hirschler has described as a 

“writerly culture” in which the bounds of literacy expanded extensively, with more and more people 

 
38 Herdt 2017, 223; Dols 1977, 114.  
39 Ibn Ḥajar al-ʿAsqalānī 1997, 1:193; Ibn al-ʿImād 131-2, 6:241; Gründler 2009, 143.  
40 The works of Ibn Abī Ḥajalah, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah and al-Nuwayrī are deeply pious, as is, in a different 

sense, that of Mughulṭāy. Al-Ḥalabī’s work is less obviously religious, although it too uses ḥadīth as a source of 

knowledge concerning love; see Conclusion. Across this thesis, however, it will become clear that the moral 

outlook of all of the compilers, including al-Ḥalabī, is influenced by religious ideals and norms, and committed 

to ensuring that illicit sexual acts do not occur.   
41 Al-Musawi 2014, 1–8. Once again, it is worth noting the interpersonal connections between these compilers, 

which makes a comparison of their works a rich and dynamic intertextual analysis. 
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engaging in the production and reception of all sorts of texts, from abstruse scholarly disputations 

regarding niche aspects of theology to the dissemination of popular epic poetry and shadow plays, or 

the composition of poetry by members of the urban bourgeoisie.42 This is an era when, as Hirschler 

and Behrens-Abousseif have detailed, reading practices widened, with more and more people 

accessing scholarship through both the personal study of texts (in libraries or other centres of 

learning) and through the expansion of reading circles, which made texts accessible to those who 

could not read or could not afford to spend their lives devoted to scholarship as a pursuit in itself.43   

Central to this writerly culture and its astoundingly vast production of texts on all manner of 

subjects is a porosity between fields of knowledge; the paradigmatic example of this is the common 

discussion around the “Literarisierung” (literarisation) of historiography, which became increasingly 

infused with narrative, dialogue, poetry and entertaining asides.44 As Muhanna has shown with regard 

to al-Nuwayrī’s cross-pollination of history and adab, the two provide different ways to address the 

world, but neither cancels the other out nor overwrites it.45 Understood as both a body of texts and a 

way of behaving, adab, as a textual tradition, encompassed a “body of literary works containing 

entertaining and edifying discussions on a great array of social, political, ethical and natural historical 

topics”.46 As Hämeen-Anttila has recently defined it, “in its ethical, professional, and literary 

meanings, adab is a term that refers not only to literature but also to an ideal of behaviour and the will 

and ability to put into practice the theoretical wisdom found in adab books”.47 From the emergence of 

adab as both literary formulation and as ethical/professional ideal of behaviour from at least the early 

ʿAbbāsid period,48 the model intellectual or adīb was understood to have mastered this body of 

 
42 Hirschler 2012, 1–4, 23–9 and ch.5 on popular reading practices; al-Musawi 2014, 256–9.  
43 Hirschler 2012, 4–6 and passim; Behrens-Abousseif 2019, 15–32 on the spatial configuration of reading 

practices and 71–9 on the book market. See also Petry 2022, 213–6. I discuss the readership at various points 

across the thesis; as we will see in 1.1.2 and 4.1, it is clear that the compilers intended for their works to be read 

by men and were, in general terms, speaking directly to men, with any discussion of women largely focused on 

how men might interact with them or control their sexual desires.  
44 On methodological approaches to historiography in the period, see Van Steenbergen 2021.  
45 Muhanna 2018, 77.  
46 Ibid, 8 
47 Hämeen-Anttila, “Adab, a) Arabic early developments” (EI3); for the conceptual development of “adab” into 

the Cairo Sultanate, see Bauer “Adab, c) and Islamic Scholarship after the Sunnī Revival” (EI3); Bauer argues 

that whilst adab increasingly became the purview of religious scholars, it did not lose its earlier meaning.  
48 As Gabrieli has it, the perfect adīb in the Umayyad period was “the man who excelled in knowledge of the 

ancient poets, in the ayyām al-ʿArab, in the poetical, historical and antiquarian sphere of Arab culture” (my 

emphasis); Gabrieli, “Adab” (EI2). Enderwitz, Hämeen-Antilla and others note that the notion of adab 
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literature, taking a little bit from every field of knowledge, so that one would have something 

“apposite and witty” to say on almost anything, as Muhanna describes it; 49 this notion of interjecting 

witty utterances had always been, from its earliest development, a foundational aspect of adab 

culture. Muhanna has argued that al-Nuwayrī wrote his work under the aegis of “cultivating one’s 

eloquence and erudition through the study of adab” with which he has filled his wider text, exposing 

the reader to “a certain worldview, an intellectual habitus, a cultural vocabulary”.50 As for the other 

authors, their facility with this intellectual habitus and cultural vocabulary is clear from merely a 

cursory glance of their compilations, filled as they are with all manner of anecdotes, stories, poems, 

citations and arguments regarding the subject of love.  

We might question what the boundaries of adab were in this period; as Muhanna, Bauer, 

Rowson and others have all noted, scholarship in the past has sometimes suggested that contemporary 

writers were more interested in antiquarianism, or the re-use and reproduction of the cultural heritage 

from the earlier, supposed heyday of ʿAbbāsid literary culture, in which the adab tradition 

flourished.51 In fourteenth-century Cairo and Damascus, having an expansive knowledge of the 

classical past and of the repository of both the raw materials of earlier adab texts (i.e. anecdotes, 

stories, poems) and the “literary ideal and organisational principle” which underscored those texts 

became a cultural distinction.52 All of the compilers were very comfortable with, and keen to draw on, 

a vast heritage of multiple sources of knowledge that highlights their wide-ranging exposure to a 

broad range of paradigmatic anecdotes and poems that had defined emotional discourses for centuries. 

They cite and engage with a diverse array of different portrayals of emotion, drawn from the disparate 

tales of the Bedouin Arabs or the ancient kings of Iran or the Banū Isrāʾīl53 or the ʿAbbāsid court, and 

 
developed into this broad "humanistic" endeavour and body of knowledge under the aegis of Arab contact with 

Hellenistic and Persian culture, see Enderwitz, “Adab b) and Islamic Scholarship in the ʿAbbāsid period” (EI3) 

and Hämeen-Anttila, “Adab, a) Arabic early developments” (EI3).  
49 Muhanna 2018, 8. 
50 Ibid, 72. 
51 This follows an orientalist schematic in which the Mamluk and Ottoman periods were understood as epochs 

of decadence, in which knowledge fossilised; this long-held viewpoint has contributed to the marginalisation of 

eras like the current one from scholarship. On these assumptions, see Rowson 2003b, 109–10; Bauer 2005, 112–

6; Muhanna 2018, 11–19, 70–82; Talib 2018a, 74–91. 
52 Ibid, 73. 
53 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s chapter on people preferring pain to the ladhdhat al-wiṣāl (pleasure of 

intercourse) contains a series of stories about the Israelites, including a version of the story of Susanna and the 

Elders; 2004, 361–7. 
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use them as sources through which to understand and engage with questions regarding the experience 

and effects of love, connecting the imagination of love in anecdotes with their perception of 

fourteenth-century emotional life.  

Part of the reason why this thesis has concentrated on these later, fourteenth-century texts, as 

opposed to those from ʿAbbāsid Baghdad, beyond the fact that this period in Arabic literature has 

been studied less well than earlier periods and therefore requires sustained scholarly attention to 

improve our understanding of the development of Arabic literature across time,54 is that it allows us to 

investigate in a preliminary sense how these authors in a later period interacted with adab and the 

heritage of anecdotes, poems and texts that derive from that earlier period. One of the fascinating 

quirks of this particular tradition is the transformation, for example, of a character like Ibn Dāwūd 

from compiler and authority on the subject of love to being cited as a (idealised) character within 

adab anecdotes, a character whose story is used by all of the compilers in this corpus because it 

provides an instructive model about how (not) to act in different situations. In this thesis, I have only 

been able to offer initial approaches to considering how these texts and this tradition might contribute 

to our (still under-theorised) understanding of how adab, perceptions of adab and the raw materials 

used in adab works transformed over time, how much earlier materials were received within the 

tradition itself. It is hoped that in future projects, I can expand further on the question of how adab 

anecdotes from the early Islamic tradition were meaningful in later contexts.  

Furthermore, of particular note for these compilations, as is evident from the compilers’ 

biographies, is the increasingly porous boundary between legal-religious and literary-historical 

training that led to a visible overlap between the nominally distinct domains of ʿilm (religious 

knowledge) and adab.55 As Bauer has it, in this period, being an adīb was “considered one of several 

possible specialisations” that an ʿālim (religious scholar) could have; the ʿulamāʾ were “obliged to 

acquire a basic knowledge of adab” turning adab into “an academic discipline like any other”.56 In 

other words, the boundaries of different fields of knowledge had developed over time, although adab 

 
54 On which, see Bauer 2005 and Rowson 2003b.  
55 Al-Musawi 2008, 129–30; Bauer “Adab, c) and Islamic Scholarship after the Sunnī Revival” (EI3). 
56 Bauer “Adab, c)” (EI3). 
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itself continued to encompass the broad tradition of humanistic learning and the will to bring that 

learning to bear in one’s interpersonal interactions and professional life. In his analysis of Ibn 

Nubātah’s (d.768/1366) Maṭlaʿ al-fawāʾiḍ wa-majmaʿ al-farāʾiḍ, a work that Bauer describes as “a 

central source for the self-image of the adīb” from the contemporaneous intellectual climate as the 

compilers under study in this thesis were operating, Bauer shows that the adīb was understood as (i) 

“an upholder and interpreter of the classical heritage”, (ii) proficient in philology and language, 

capable of drawing on “a vast knowledge of the whole body of tradition” drawn both from the 

religious sciences (i.e. ḥadīth, legal scholarship, tafsīr) and from the literary tradition of poetry, 

historiography, anecdotes and biographies, and (iii) as “an expert on poetry and an arbiter of good 

style”.57 As an aside, this final qualification has been shown to be of great personal and intellectual 

relevance to al-Nuwayrī, who, as Muhanna suggests, was not personally adept as a poet, but, through 

his compilatory work in Nihāyat, positioned himself as highly knowledgeable about the discipline.58  

We see this interlacing of ʿilm and adab feature in the intellectual training of our compilers, 

as scholars in either ḥadīth sciences (al-Nuwayrī, Mughulṭāy, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah), 

jurisprudence (al-Ḥalabī, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah) or Sufism (Ibn Abī Ḥajalah). Across each 

compilation, we see religious material placed in direct dialogue with anecdotes drawn from the 

historiographical and adab traditions, as well as other discourses. This is particularly evident in, say, 

the first chapter of this thesis, in which I follow Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah and al-

Nuwayrī as they interlace religious materials (mostly Qur’anic quotations, ḥadīth texts and opinions 

of pious Muslims) with stories and poems on the theme of liwāṭ. Likewise, as Balda-Tillier argues for 

Mughulṭāy and Gründler for the earlier love moralist al-Kharāʾiṭī, the writers under study in this thesis 

were concerned with bringing the stories of profane love closer to religious discourses, evincing a 

concern to align the literary tradition with religious norms concerning the licit and illicit.59 

This porosity between the literary and the religious was enhanced by the increasingly 

widespread official patronage of religious establishments and the production of religious texts in 

 
57 Ibid.  
58 Muhanna 2018, 43.  
59 Balda-Tillier 2022, 71; Gründler 2004, 190.  
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them, both in terms of manuscript copying and in terms of writing new texts on scripture.60 As al-

Musawi notes, the increasingly interlaced nature of adab and ʿilm training had effects on the ways in 

which fourteenth-century writers articulated their ideas and positioned themselves within a broader 

tradition; al-Ṣafadī is his paradigmatic example of a scholar with a remarkable “openness” to 

intellectual pursuits who “displays a distinctly conservative theological stand”.61 Certainly, we see 

this religious conservatism at work in our compilations, all of which take a frank and literalist 

approach to the use of religious discourse as a basis for moral behaviour in emotion, frequently 

resorting to the words of the Prophet, classical religious figures or legal opinions to define the correct 

interpersonal boundaries between people and marrying these postulations to other sources of 

knowledge, in particular medical theory and representative adab; whilst figures like Bauer have 

suggested that too much emphasis is often places on religious-legal discourse in matters sexual and 

emotional,62 these particular compilations tend to build their conclusions around this material and 

defer other sources of knowledge (like anecdotes or poems) to it. What we find in reading these 

compilations, is that the compilers had a vast and protean intellectual heritage from which to build 

their conclusions, and integrated different branches of knowledge together in their exploration of 

different moral questions that derive from the experience of falling in love. Part of the task of the 

reader of these compilations is to “put these distinct, if contiguous, disciplines, which are constantly 

in a state of osmosis, into conversation with each other”, to use Balda-Tillier’s words.63  

Adab had always brought life into direct contact with literature or art, in some ways 

collapsing the firm boundary between text and life; indeed, across the thesis, we will see the 

compilers draw extensively from all manner of stories derived from the adab tradition, some idealised 

and sentimental (e.g. in 3.1), and others much more lurid and obscene. Both kinds of anecdote explore 

moral questions that arise from different choices that characters might make, driven on by their 

commitments to divine prohibitions and demands, for example, or by their unbridled experience of 

desire. This storytelling tradition allows the compilers to think through such moral questions and 

 
60 Behrens-Abousseif 2019, 17–21.  
61 Al-Musawi 2014, 183.  
62 Bauer 2021, 193.  
63 Balda-Tillier 2022, 2.  
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provides models of different choices and behaviours. As we will see in the third chapter, for example, 

the story of Ibn Dāwūd’s relationship with his beloved is used instructively by all of the compilers, 

either in a positive or negative sense, to provide a model for how individuals should (or should not) 

act when faced with different situations that arise from falling in love with someone of the same sex. 

Of course, the five compilations have a different structure and belie salient differences of 

emphasis on various questions of love, both as theory and as practice. Where al-Ḥalabī, whom Balda-

Tillier characterises as extolling “moderate Ḥanbalī thought” on love,64 is largely focused on the 

importance of intercession as an ethical value, on bringing lovers together into licit intercourse so they 

can avoid the deadly consequences of unrealised passion, Mughulṭāy’s work is focused more on the 

presentation of love martyrdom and praising those who paid the ultimate price for their passion. Ibn 

Qayyim al-Jawziyyah is preoccupied with outlining a conservative ideal of human behaviour that 

limits interpersonal interaction for fear of man falling in love and engaging in illicit sexual 

intercourse. Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s and al-Nuwayrī’s works are more mixed, engaging both with the 

question of moral and immoral behaviour and with the motifs (e.g. “the night”, “the lover’s phantom 

presence”) which emerged in the poetic and anecdotal canon.65 However, despite such differences of 

emphasis, they are each concerned with how lovers behave when they are in love, and each is sensible 

to the dangers that emerge through the embodied and socialised experience of love, both regarding the 

medical suffering engendered through unrealised love and regarding the potential for love to cause 

someone to commit illicit sexual actions.66  

As Giffen noted in her pioneering study of the genre, none of the authors from this 

longstanding tradition used any term that would resemble “theory” to describe their own work.67 

 
64 Balda-Tillier 2022, 96–7.  
65 Had I extended the time period beyond the fourteenth century, I could have included al-Biqāʿī’s (d.885/1480) 

Aswāq al-ashwāq fī maṣāriʿ al-ʿushshāq. This text, which the author describes as influenced heavily by Ibn Abī 

Ḥajalah, Mughulṭāy and al-Ḥalabī, is from the same generic tradition, although it was written almost a hundred 

years after most of the works under study here (with the exception of Dīwān al-ṣabābah). The author did not 

have any interpersonal or direct, scholarly connection to the authors of this corpus and his work, which Giffen 

describes as a “super anthology” is quite different in size and scope to these texts; also, whilst this thesis is not 

specifically focused on love in the fourteenth century, I wanted to ensure that the corpus of materials was 

circumscribed so as to avoid drawing conclusions over a vast period in different intellectual environments; see 

Conclusion. 
66 By socialized, I mean the experience of love within a broader network of social relations.  
67 Giffen 1971, xv–xvii. 
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Whilst the compilers do explore and analyse the nature and condition of love, ‘theory’ as a term 

seems too abstracted, as if the compilations are mere philosophical or exploratory exercises removed 

from any real-world context. The compilers make use of and analyse stories that depict love in-action, 

as it develops and becomes manifest between lovers and between lovers and their attendant society, 

those around them, who may or (more likely) may not support the lovers in their passion. More than 

that, however, they also make direct comments on the appropriate behaviour that lovers should exhibit 

and that people should exhibit towards lovers.  

In this thesis, I consider these texts as works of practical emotional morality on the subject of 

love as an embodied emotional experience that is lived in concert with the wider world around the 

individual. In part, I borrow the term “practical” from Bray’s analysis of al-Tanūkhī’s (d.384/994) 

muʿtazilī thought as refracted through collections of stories; here, Bray uses the term in contrast with 

“abstract” and “classical” muʿtazilī theoretical works, to focus on the ways in which al-Tanūkhī’s 

collections of stories and literary materials relay his absorption of that intellectual tradition and depict 

it as it is lived on a human, rather than metaphysical level. Al-Tanūkhī was not a theorist of muʿtazilī 

doctrine per se, but his work belies an engagement with that doctrine as embodied and lived.68 The 

compilers under study here are similar. Out of all of the compilers, only Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 

spends any great length of time theorising about emotion in the abstract, and even his theorising is 

focused on emotion as it manifests in human behaviour, rather than exclusively thinking about the 

metaphysics of love.69 Each of the compilers are focused throughout on engaging with questions 

concerning love as it is experienced by people who live within broader social networks and under the 

aegis of legal, religious, medical and moral discourses. It is for this reason that, much like al-

Tanūkhī’s work, the majority of each compilation is made up of stories and anecdotes that depict 

lovers in their interactions and which the compilers use as instructive tools to understand and make 

claims about love and behaviour.  

 
68 Bray 2004b, 111. 
69 Rawḍat’s first four chapters are non-behavioural, focused on the names of love and the significance of love in 

the supernal and phenomenal worlds (al-ʿālam al-ʿulwī wa-l-suflī). Thereafter, the compilation is mostly 

focused on human behaviour and the licit/illicit boundary. See also Bell 1979a, 139.  
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More to the point, these are not records of emotion as it really happened, but ideological 

interventions into the compilers’ emotional world. This term “practical” might also help us to 

understand how the compilers viewed their texts’ interaction with the reader, taking the term from a 

different angle. Through their organisation and selection of material, and in particular through their 

reception of this vast heritage of stories which imagine individuals navigating their own experiences 

of love, the compilers outline idealised emotional behaviours that they would like to see manifest 

within the world, analysing the boundaries of the moral and the immoral, the licit and illicit. In her 

analysis of al-Wāḍiḥ, which she normally describes as a traité (treatise), Balda-Tillier describes the 

book as being a “vade-mecum” for lovers which, like a Sufi manual, contains “models of behaviour 

for good Muslims to follow”.70 Each of the compilers conceives of their work as instructive, as 

bringing together models of behaviour and ideas concerning love (both from the theoretical and 

metaphysical question of what love is, and the question of how love is experienced by people within 

broader interpersonal networks), frequently but not exclusively drawn from the ʿudhrī tradition. These 

stories are deployed to encourage and allow the reader to consider how to act and understand different 

emotional situations and circumstances; in part, this happens axiomatically through the division of 

anecdotes (and other types of source material) into thematic chapters that explore different aspects of 

love.  

However, with the partial exception of Rawḍat, a text which includes much more directly 

polemic sections than the other compilations, the compilations do not provide easy or straightforward 

answers to many of the different questions that individual stories or citations from learned authorities 

might bring up. Frequently, for example, the compilers might cite a number of different authorities on 

a particular question, such as the nature (māhiyyah) of love, without necessarily providing a definitive 

answer of their own. In general terms, the same is true of their use of stories and anecdotes. They ask 

the reader to think about and reflect on questions that derive from different situations that might arise 

through one’s movement through the world, through interactions with others, and through the process 

of falling love. Indeed, it is rare that the compilers address specific problems head-on (with the 

 
70 Balda-Tillier 2022, 184.  
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exception of Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah), instead preferring to marshal different stories, poems and 

other textual units to speak about different topics and questions and demonstrate different ideas. In the 

third chapter, for example, we will see this with regard to questions of how to act when one finds 

oneself in the position of loving someone with whom one is unable to engage in licit intercourse. 

Nowhere do compilers address this specific question, or provide direct prohibitions and demands on 

personal behaviour in like situations. Rather, they use storytelling to imagine how different 

individuals might react to this situation, and then, through their selection, organisation and 

commentary on the individual anecdote or poem, try to influence and shape the reader’s perception of 

different models.71  

The equivalence I am drawing between the compilations as a group could be challenged. 

Whilst Rawḍat is praised enthusiastically across scholarship for its clear and polemical approach to 

questions of morality and Balda-Tillier has articulated at length the great novelty she perceives in al-

Wāḍiḥ’s theorisation of love martyrdom, the reception of all five texts has not been uniform;72 Giffen 

and Bell notably consigned Nihāyat and Manāzil to the intellectual scrapheap, respectively.73 Manāzil, 

in Bell’s analysis, is “merely a collection of anecdotes, verse, and learned quotations on love arranged 

under a variety of headings” and is “devoid of commentary” meaning it “can hardly be seen as an 

improvement” on Dhamm, an aim that al-Ḥalabī nowhere actually espouses. Al-Nuwayrī and al-

Ḥalabī were the least conventionally analytical of the authors and spend the least time making direct 

comments on the material they include. Even here, we can see the “imprint” of these compilers’ 

“minds” in their selection and organisation of material, and in the choices they make to speak about 

certain subjects but not others, however.74 Indeed, as Muhanna, Rowson, Talib and Bauer have all 

 
71 That is not to say the moral lessons that derive from these stories are all easy; the compilers include many 

complex (and some obscene, 4.1.3) material. Perhaps the most obviously morally complex story in al-Wāḍiḥ 

(cited from al-Tanūkhī) concerns a brother and sister who fall in love, have a child and later die (one by 

committing suicide); Mughulṭāy 1997, 291–3. It is hard to derive a clear moral lesson that aligns with the 

general argument found across al-Wāḍiḥ regarding love martyrdom, or indeed, as Balda-Tillier would have it, a 

“model of behaviour for good Muslims to follow”. Al-Wāḍiḥ is not quite so straightforward as this and invites 

the reader to think through the different stories it draws from. 
72 Giffen 1971, xvi–ii; Bell “singles out” Rawḍat “for special consideration” as it is “the most comprehensive” 

of works on the subject of love, Bell 1979a, 99; Balda-Tillier describes al-Wāḍiḥ as highly original, filled with 

“dangerous conclusions” based off an “innovative religious reading” of traditional sources, Balda-Tillier 2022, 

184–5 (see 3.3).  
73 Giffen 1971, 146–7; Bell 1979a, 98-9. 
74 Bray 2004b, 111.  
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shown, the compilatory impulse that animated much of the literary scene in the Cairo Sultanate is 

neither passive documentation, nor the burdensome collection of a weighty tradition with no new 

intellectual input.75 Rather, compilation itself demonstrates the “delight” the scholars of the period 

took in interacting with literary material derived from much earlier centuries;76 for even the less 

theoretical or analytical of the scholars, engagement with the religious and literary canon is a direct 

process of creation and a way of drawing out their ideas about what constitutes the optimal or ethical 

behaviour in love.   

The contribution of this thesis is an analysis of how the compilers under study, who each 

build off a broader tradition and participate within a specific generic framework and moral tradition, 

use scripture and literature as the basis to explore moral dilemmas through the imaginative portrayal 

of desire and the psychology of conflict and condemnation that derives from it. As Habermas has it, 

“moral knowledge specifies how people ought to behave and not how things do behave”, constructing 

value judgments concerning human action and behaviour that may be at far remove from social 

practice.77 Because of this focus on morality, I am not focused on the biological mechanics of 

sexuality or the documentation of actual sexual practices or social norms regarding sex and sexuality; 

I have not analysed social documentation (of, say, legal cases concerning illicit sexual intercourse or 

chronicles of the period), nor have I analysed the kinds of frank depiction of sexuality in parallel 

literary traditions which are not focused on making moral judgments about emotional behaviours 

(such as the plays of Ibn Dāniyāl or the erotological work of al-Tīfāshī, d.651/1253).78 I am not, 

therefore, claiming that the conclusions derived from these compilations regarding sexual desire, 

intercourse or emotion are representative of those across their contemporary society or the extra-

textual or lived experience of those desires.79 Rather, I argue that the morality elaborated by the 

compilers represents one (distinctly conservative) strand of intellectual thought which participates 

 
75 Rowson 2003b, 109–10; Bauer 2005, 112–6; Muhanna 2018, 11–19, 70–82; Talib 2018a, 74–91.  
76 Rowson 2003b, 110.  
77 Habermas 2005, 28; my emphasis.  
78 In any case, frank depictions of sexual obscenity are not necessarily more reflective of historical practices of 

sexuality than these moral compilations about love: they are two sides of the same coin, both imagining desire, 

not documenting it. 
79 See Conclusion. 
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within a much broader debate over the practice of love (the ways in which people behave and act 

when they are in love) and the adoption of love as an emotional language that structures interpersonal 

connection and the human’s relationship to the divine. This debate was very wide-ranging and 

manifested across different genres, blending the profane and the divine experience of love, with 

figures like Lisān al-Dīn ibn al-Khaṭīb (d.776/1374) writing a tract on divine love in direct response to 

Dīwān al-ṣabābah, for example.80 Where our compilers are focused on the optimal practice of human 

behaviour, with a focus on the embodied and the material, other scholars writing in the period 

explored love in manifold different ways, from different standpoints and with different 

epistemologies.  

This wide-ranging debate, in which multiple viewpoints and ideas concerning the morality of 

love, desire and sexuality abounded, clearly continued for centuries after these compilers were 

writing. As has been documented by El-Rouayheb, many of the same issues as are raised by these 

compilations continued to be relevant into the Ottoman period. He writes at length, say, on the 

continuation of differences of opinion regarding Sufi gazing upon youths, a subject which had already 

been controversial for several centuries.81 Likewise, he discusses the continued division between what 

he describes as “idealist” and “realist” positions regarding love, much as the two co-exist within our 

compilations, even if the compilers themselves largely adopt the “realist” position.82 In other words, 

these texts and the ideas they contain form part of a broad tradition that continues long after them, but 

is not resolved by them. In this sense, it remains uncertain what kind of practical effect the moral 

ideas espoused by these compilers had either in their own time or later. Certainly, as I discuss in 4.1.3, 

some of the compilations, most notably Dīwān al-ṣabābah,83 were popular when they were written 

and continued to be popular and read for many centuries across the region, perhaps suggesting that the 

 
80 On the historical relationship between the works, see Léon 2021, 168–74; Homerin 2017, 24–5; Rizzitano 

1953, 53–6. No study has explored the technical, theoretical or material interrelationship between them.  
81 See, e.g., El-Rouayheb 2005, 95–110. As shown in n.459, at least one of the authors he cites on this issue 

quoted material directly lifted from Rawḍat and Dīwān al-ṣabābah. 
82 See n.564. El-Rouayheb 2005, 85–6; see also Giffen 1971, 127–9. Most of the compilers, much like al-Anṭākī 

who wrote in the same tradition and is the primary subject of El-Rouayheb’s discussion on this point, includes a 

section on the “praise” (madḥ) of love, which usually includes quotations sentimentalising it as, for example, a 

noble experience that helps to educate the lover; see e.g.  al-Ḥalabī 2000, 46–52; al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:148–154; 

Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 151–60.  
83 Giffen 1971, 39. 
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ideas within them held some currency. However, without a detailed study of the manuscript 

witnesses, which lies beyond the scope of this thesis,84 or of later citations to these compilations, or of 

parallel contemporary texts that imagine and depict the course of same-sex love (see Conclusion),85 it 

is hard to make any sound or definitive statement regarding the immediate or long-term reception of 

the compilers’ moral ideas (in a social or historical sense), whether or not the works themselves were 

popular. Given the same kind of debates and discussions regarding (same-sex) desire and licit 

sexuality continued to rage well into the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and, given the same kind 

of poetic and anecdotal material, which depicted same-sex love and desire as entirely normal, 

continued to co-exist with the religious tradition’s prohibition on liwāṭ, these compilations and the 

moral ideas espoused and elaborated within them are only pieces of a much wider, longstanding 

intellectual history of sexuality and do not themselves provide us with any practical information 

regarding how these ideas were taken up or not by their readers, even if, as I discuss at times across 

the thesis, we can read into how the compilers sought to make their readers think about different 

issues.  

Whilst the focus is on morality, I have called this thesis “Narratives of Love”. Each of the 

compilers, even the theory-heavy Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, draws extensively on the narrative and 

imaginative portrayal of love in storytelling as the basis from which to explore the operation and 

psychological effects of human emotion within different situations. As Nussbaum argues, when it 

comes to the emotions and to questions of morality that arise from one’s experience of emotion, 

“narrative artworks are important for what they show the person who is eager to understand the 

emotions; they are also important because of what they do in the emotional life. They do not simply 

represent that history; they enter into it”.86 By this, she means that narrative, and the repetition and 

reception of narrative, have an effect on the moral exercise of emotion in the real, that the use of 

narrative to provide “truths about the human emotions [which] can be best conveyed, in verbal and 

 
84 I had intended to consult as many manuscripts as possible, but, due to the Covid-19 pandemic, this was 

unfeasible.  
85 See Conclusion.   
86 Nussbaum 2005, 114. See also the essays in Nussbaum 1990, which argue for the interrelation of literature 

and moral philosophy and the significance of narrative as the only mechanism capable for conveying the truths 

about human life, knowledge and feeling.  
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textual form, only by a narrative work of art”,87 gives structure to the psychological and cognitive 

aspect of emotional life, and to the understanding of human action and desire in its personal 

circumstances. Narratives allow for the imagination and investigation of how emotions happen in 

context, how individuals navigate their emotional circumstances through recourse to wider discourses 

and ideas, what motivations drive human actions and how different actions reflect different moral 

claims and priorities. The compilers then draw on these stories in the “practical” sense outlined 

earlier, as sources through which to understand moral thought as embedded within its personal 

circumstances, rather than as abstract theoretical principle.  

The specific focus of this thesis is same-sex love.88 Same-sex relationships are a particularly 

fecund source of moral tension within the compilations. Where legal discourses (to varying degrees) 

prohibit same-sex intercourse, the compilers all understood that same-sex desire was perfectly normal. 

This tension between the possible and the permissible serves as a catalyst across the compilations for 

the compilers to consider the morality of different behavioural actions and to explore moral questions 

that arise from the psychological conflict of experiencing desire than cannot be legally resolved 

through intercourse. The focus here is not on whether the compilers discuss same-sex desire or not, or 

whether they acknowledge its normality and existence in the world around them (they do), but rather 

on the ways in which they understood characters to deal with their experiences of same-sex desire. 

For this reason, I have not divided this thesis by discourse, but by aspect, integrating poetry, scripture, 

anecdotes, historiography, medicine and legal discourses across each chapter to explore how different 

kinds of desires were understood and articulated by the compilers, how the compilers brought 

together different postures to explore specific aspects of a broader whole.89  

 
87 Ibid.  
88 By same-sex love and sexuality, I do not imply a continuity with modern discourses of homo- and 

heterosexuality which are often presumed to be constructed in binary opposition (1.2). Scholarship has tended to 

acknowledge that “there is not one overarching phenomenon” that links all different manifestations of same-sex 

desire together, meaning that, in a sense, one could argue this is an artificial grouping, El-Rouayheb 2005, 153. I 

follow scholars like El-Rouayheb, Ze’evi and Rowson in analysing different manifestations of same-sex 

relationships (adult male-male, female-female, male-youth etc.) together. 
89 Almost by default, certain aspects of the compilers’ discussions regarding same-sex interactions pull from 

specific discourses over others; in their discussion of illicit sex, for example, the compilers include the odd 

anecdote or poem, but most material derives from religious and legal discourses. 
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Previous studies of this genre have not tended to investigate how the experience of love is 

modulated through personal circumstances, rather reading the compilers’ postulations as if they 

conceived of love as universally static at all times for all people. Balda-Tillier, for example, suggests 

that Mughulṭāy’s approach “prevents any hierarchy between notices, their contents or characters” 

because all of his biographical notices are depicted as exemplary, meaning that “those which concern 

profane love, homo- or heterosexual, and those which depict martyrs of divine love” are rendered as 

equals.90 Here, the question is not whether narratives are exemplary or not, per se, but rather how they 

become exemplary, how characters respond to moral demands and prohibitions that are specifically 

inflected by their personal circumstances.  One of the contributions of this thesis to the field of the 

intellectual history of emotions in Arabic literature is in its emphasis on understanding the morality of 

love as constructed with regard to individual and psychological experiences, and of the intersection 

between the experiential aspects of desire and moral discourses, the ways in which moral discourses 

interact with the ungovernable and elusive feeling of desire. In particular, I argue that the compilers 

are cognizant of the ways in which desire is constrained by its embodiment, that the compilers 

understand that the directionality of desire affects the individual’s experience of it. Moreover, where 

other studies have tended to understand these compilations more as metaphysical explorations of 

emotion, I focus in particular on how they attempt to influence the reader’s perception of the moral 

and immoral, the licit and illicit.91 

Given the constraints of space, I have prioritised the compilers’ use of (i) the mimetic 

depiction of same-sex desire or intercourse in-action and (ii) direct moralising statements regarding 

the practice and experience of desire. This thesis is focused on how same-sex desire was understood 

by the compilers inside their wider morality, and how they portrayed that desire as an embodied 

experience that affects a person’s relationship with the world around them, be that the small world of 

the characters within an anecdote, or the larger world of the character’s relationship with God, as well 

 
90 Balda-Tillier 2022, 26; this prevents her from exploring how love makes different moral demands on people 

in same-sex relationships than people in opposite-sex relationships, see 3.1.3. Balda-Tillier 2018 is, to date, the 

only engagement with questions of gender or sexuality in these compilations; she argues that ʿudhrī women 

communicate their love in a specifically feminised way, in comparison with male lovers.  
91 In many ways, they act as a melting pot of both pragmatic communication and literary communication, using 

the literary and the aesthetic to argue about morality and the world. See Bauer 2013a, 24–5.  
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as the individual’s relationship to broader social and political discourses. For this reason, there is only 

limited discussion of the more metaphysical aspects of the compilations, which have been discussed 

at greater length already;92 where relevant (e.g. 1.1.2, 2.1, 3.1.1) I have included elaborations of the 

compilers’ theoretical discussions of the nature and cause of love, in order to undergird my analysis of 

their use of different discourses to make specific points.  

Moreover, much has been made, both in medieval discourses and in modern analyses of them, 

of the use of different terms in Arabic to signify different stages of love.93 These lists are hardly 

systematised and tend to belie the individual compiler’s biases regarding the source material.94 The 

central terms used by the compilers and characters in anecdotes are ḥubb (love in the generic sense) 

hawā (passion, desire), and ʿishq (passionate love). Depending on the discourse (both in and outside 

of the compilations), these terms take on different shades of meaning. Where medical discourse is 

involved, for example, ʿishq becomes a pathological condition, but may be used in anecdotes within 

the same compilation freely as a synonym for ḥubb or as indicating love that includes an element of 

sexual desire. As Giffen notes, even in Dhamm, in which the first half concentrates on hawā and the 

second nominally changes course to discussing ʿishq, the terms are rather mercurial and 

interchangeable.95  

I have not been able to dedicate a specific chapter to the compilers’ citation of poetry that 

seems to depict same-sex desire. That does not mean I do not engage with poetry. However, there are 

several reasons why I have not dedicated an entire chapter to poetry or explored the compilers’ 

abstracted citation of chaste poetry that seemingly depicts a male poet’s desire for another man. The 

compilers all use poetry most often as a proof text, either as evidence of their postulations regarding 

the nature or cause of love, in which poetry describes the internal “state” (ḥāl) of the lover rather than 

 
92 In particular, see Bell 1979a; Giffen 1971; Balda-Tillier 2009; Balda-Tillier 2014c; Balda-Tillier 2022; 

Gründler 2004.  
93 A cursory glance at the terms used to describe love shows that the compilers conceived of love “as the cause 

of much unhappiness”; Giffen 1971, 93. On the terminological distinctions between terms for love, see Obeidat 

2018, in particular 310–14; Balda-Tillier 2009, 124–7; Giffen 1971, 84–96; Bin Salāmah 2003, 232–242.  
94 By far the greatest engagement with the names and terms for love and the differences between them is Ibn 

Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 27–59. Across the rest of the work, however, he usesʿishq or hawā to speak about 

love’s negative superfluity and ḥubb to describe the positive aspects of controlled love, ignoring the long list of 

esoteric terms (e.g. sadam, balābil, tabārīḥ) that describe aspects of love and which are only used here.  
95 Giffen 1971, 94–5.   
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their actions, or they use poetry as a pithy summation of the motif in an anecdote or theoretical 

statement regarding love;96 in the latter case, I have prioritised the anecdote (which often contains 

poetry itself) or the theoretical statement for constraints of space.97 In using poetry as a proof text, the 

compilers draw from a wide heritage of (mostly) chaste poetry, in which the gender of the beloved is 

sometimes impossible to decipher because the canon of beauty from which the poetic depiction of the 

beloved drew was largely agendered.98 Where the beloved was affirmatively gendered, he was usually 

incarnated as a young boy, part of what Brookshaw has described as the “normative” nature of 

pederastic desire in poetic discourse.99 As Ingenito has noted, the beloved is often not a concrete 

reality. The seemingly concrete reference to a gendered beloved is not necessarily addressing a 

“specific same-sex erotic exchange” but rather reflects the link “between the ungendered nature of the 

abstract “you” and the potential incarnation of that abstraction in a physical body of desire, which, by 

convention, is a young man”.100 The love poem reflects an idealised love that may, but also may not, 

become incarnate. Brookshaw has described this as sometimes reflecting the “aspirational” beloved, 

or the beloved that one eroticises in one’s imagined experience of erotic desire, rather than 

representing the concrete extra-textual experience.101 As Ingenito argues, the “historical reality of the 

passion for boys” informs the reading of the love lyric, even if the persona of the beloved is composed 

of multiple stratifications that integrate both the concrete reality of the potential extra-textual beloved 

 
96 Giffen 1971, 60; poetry contributed to the theorization of what love is much more than it features as a 

practical source of information about behaviour.  
97 The only compilers who extensively discuss the themes found in love poetry were al-Nuwayrī and Ibn Abī 

Ḥajalah; the others integrate love poetry into discussions of morals and behaviour that are overwhelmingly 

depicted mimetically through anecdotes. Al-Nuwayrī dedicates an entire section to the citation of poetry broken 

down into different motifs but does not integrate this into the rest of the moralizing work. Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 

merges poetry and prose throughout; in this thesis, I have concentrated on the beginning and end of the 

compilation, where he elaborates most clearly his moral approach to emotions. In the middle of the work, his 

citation of poetry resembles that of al-Nuwayrī, a true dīwān al-ṣabābah (a poetic anthology on passion) broken 

down into the different motifs that have emerged from love poetry as a genre, such as poetry depicting the raqīb 

(person who espies lovers) or wāshī (gossip), and bears very limited authorial comment regarding moral 

emotional behaviour, other than to criticise those who make lovers’ lives harder. Ibn Abī Ḥajalah was a 

renowned scholar of maqāṭiʿ-poems, see Talib 2018a, 50–2. It is worth remembering here that, whilst I am 

focused tightly on the emotional and behavioural morality constructed in the texts, this was not the only focus of 

the texts and each of them are invested in exploring what has been said about love from diverse viewpoints.  
98 Rowson 1991a; Antrim 2020. As Rowson notes, the prevalence of the beard as a topos of desire indicates that 

the male form was prized for its maleness, even if the canon of beauty with which youthful bodies was 

described tended not to differentiate starkly between genders.  
99 Brookshaw 2019, 129.  
100 Ingenito 2020, 82.  
101 Brookshaw 2019, 115.  



 32 

and the abstracted quality of the textual and imagined one.102 Where the compilers cite such abstracted 

poetry as proof texts for their propositions regarding certain aspects of love, or as pithy summations 

of the central motif in an anecdote, they are not using the poetry to comment on concrete or embodied 

sexed interactions, nor do they derive moral lessons from it.   

Some modern scholars have made the claim that because poetry is not expected to include the 

real-life experience of the poet, it is not a useful tool to study the real-life mechanics of emotion; 

Kilito’s analysis of early Arabic poetry would be a significant example. As he argues, “one may claim 

that the poet nevertheless presents an image of himself and his beloved. However, this image is hardly 

personal”; he suggests that poets only ever write poetry to the poetic beloved, with erotic poetry 

becoming a “regulated imposture” through which the poet dissimulates himself behind an emotional 

posture that has no extra-textual referent.103 However, as El-Rouayheb, Bauer, Rowson, Brookshaw 

and others note, the fact that the poetic corpus became so heavily tied to the youthful male beloved 

reflects the fact that such desire was widely understood as normal in the real world.104 The compilers 

themselves were engaged in producing such poetry. In his biography of al-Ḥalabī, al-Kutubī 

(d.764/1363) includes a poem fī malīḥ ḥarrāth (on a beautiful ploughman), which begins ʿashiqtu 

ḥarrāthan malīḥan (I loved a beautiful ploughman) and goes on to eroticise this ploughman through 

allusions to flowers and plants.105 This is not to say that al-Ḥalabī had a real affair with a ploughman 

or that such a ploughman existed outside of his poetic imagination; this can never actually be known 

from the poem itself. Rather, it is to note that the embodied and gendered directionality of desire 

towards young men, the aesthetic inclination to male beauty, is completely normalised for him, as it 

was for the other compilers.  

It is not that male attraction to men was a problem. The central moral concern in the 

compilations, however, revolves around how individuals deal with their attraction, both same- and 

 
102 Ingenito 2020, 82; see also Ingenito 2018.  
103 Kilito 2001, 55–7. 
104 Brookshaw 2019, 129; El-Rouayheb 2005, 79; Bauer 2021, ch.7; Rowson 1991a; Ze’evi 2006, 86–7.   
105 al-Kutubī 1973-4, 4:87 and 4:96. This latter poem fits neatly into the contemporaneously popular genre of 

poems on (lowly) professions, termed şehrengiz in Turkish and Persian poetry. Talib discusses the sexuality of 

such poems deriving from the lascivious glance of the powerful poet over the lower-class tradesperson; Talib 

2018b, 138–40. See also Andrews and Kalpaklı 2005, 40–3; Bauer 2013b, 11–12.  
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opposite-sex, and how individuals navigate their emotional life and behavioural choices around legal 

and moral demands and prohibitions. It is here that the compilations give way to an investigation of 

the psychological experience of conflict and condemnation inherent to the suffering of characters 

whose desires cannot be realised into licit union.  

I have organised this thesis into four chapters, each of which deals with specific moral focal 

points that provide a window into the morality of same-sex relationships. The chapters break down 

into (i) religious prohibitions on liwāṭ (male-male anal sex) and siḥāq (tribadism), (ii) gazing upon 

human beauty, specifically the beardless youth and the relationship between this practice and Sufi 

religiosity, (iii) idealised moral depictions of chaste love, love-death and moral sympathy and (iv) the 

(re)orientation of same-sex sexual and emotional intercourse into heterosexual relations.  

In the first chapter, I begin by analysing how the compilers use the religious corpus to define 

same-sex relations and to speak about earthly punishments, before elaborating at greater length on 

both the theoretical and gendered bases on which their morality is built. In the second part of the 

chapter, I turn to the religious materials’ depiction of Afterlife punishment as a source for attitudes 

about sexual identity and as a source for moral discipline. Finally, I consider questions of authenticity, 

thinking about how the compilers make use of particular sources of material to make particular types 

of moral claim and construct a kind of moral community with the reader.  

In the second chapter, the focus turns away from the sexual act and to the gaze, the moment at 

which the individual becomes afflicted by desire. Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, as we will see, is so 

concerned by the gaze that his morality is constructed around lowering it at all times; however, here 

we see individual circumstances creep into the discussion. Beardless males are particularly dangerous 

objects of the gaze in his conception because, despite being very significant sources of human beauty, 

there is no licit resolution to that experience of desire, because sexual intercourse with them is not 

permitted, given the prohibition on liwāṭ. In the second half of the chapter, I survey the theme as it is 

found in the work of Ibn Abī Ḥajalah and al-Nuwayrī. 

In the third chapter, I turn to the anecdotal imagination of idealised, chaste moral couples. 

Across the chapter, we see several instances of male-male couples whose struggle against their 

emotional desires, and whose decision not to commit illicit sexual intercourse in spite of 
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overwhelming desire, is praised wholeheartedly by (most of) the compilers. The idealisation of their 

emotional struggle leads to two further considerations, (i) the nature of sympathy as a naturalising 

moral emotion, which fundamentally does not alleviate the painful, medicalised experience of 

unrealised passion and (ii) the compilers’ use of Afterlife rewards as moral incentive. In this final 

part, I briefly explore the question of love-martyrdom, and argue from a Girardian perspective that it 

fulfils a sacrificial need within the texts to resolve the tension constructed through the moral attempt 

to govern emotional behaviours.  

In the fourth and final chapter, I analyse the depiction of siḥāq in Dīwān al-ṣabābah, focusing 

in particular on the ways in which it places moral responsibility on the male reader to reorient, or 

correct the sexual practice by advocating for heterosexual intercourse. This discussion leads me to a 

consideration of two further questions, firstly the questionable presentism of the compilations, and 

secondly the use of mujūn as a moral discourse.  

In the conclusion, I summarise the various arguments made across the thesis, explore the 

differences in approach between the compilers and consider the next avenues of enquiry that this 

research brings up.  
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1. Regulating Sex: Same-Sex Sexuality, Intimacy and Love in Legal-Religious Discourses 

Ibn Abī Ḥajalah, al-Nuwayrī and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah all write at length on illicit sexual 

intercourse. The problem of illicit sexual intercourse is fundamental to the moral framework 

elaborated by each of the compilers under study in this thesis. As I elaborate across the next four 

chapters, the central problem around which these compilers are moralising is the fact that love 

represents a powerful emotional counter-discourse to legal norms, which attempt to govern whom one 

can have sex with. Within the legal tradition on sexuality, which the compilers largely adopt into their 

compilations, sexual intercourse becomes permissible within marriage or concubinage. Both 

relationships are characterised by the transfer of property rights; as outlined by Ali, in the exchange of 

the dower or the purchasing of the enslaved woman, a man acquired milk (dominion) over a woman, 

an exclusive authority over her which “rendered sexual access licit”.106 Same-sex intercourse thereby 

became a legal impossibility, because man cannot have milk over another man;107 as Ali notes, same-

sex union was “ludicrous” from a legal perspective, a “categorical impossibility”.108 More to the 

point, specific sexual acts that took place between men or between women were subject to 

considerable legal and religious prohibition.  

However, legal theory was at quite some remove from social practice and from the literary 

imagination of love, sex and desire. In fourteenth century Egypt and Syria, people had sex outside of 

marriage, fell in love with those with whom they could not have sex or to whom they could not get 

married. In the literary imagination, moreover, one of the single most powerful and perduring motifs 

in the pre-modern Arabic tradition (and as cited in these compilations) was that of star-crossed lovers, 

who, through personal circumstance or legal impossibility, were unable to marry or realise their love 

into licit union. In these compilations, there is an attempt to put the lived and the literary into 

conversation with the legal through the construction of a morality, which, in general terms, is focused 

on the cultivation of reason (ʿaql) against the temptation to illicit intercourse when one experiences 

 
106 Ali 2010, 12.  
107 Ibid, 181–2. 
108 Ali 2016, 99.  
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love, and which brings together many different discourses to analyse and outline the morality of 

different actions, attitudes and behaviours in love.  

In this first chapter, I turn to the use of legal and religious discourses which treat the subject 

of same-sex sexual intercourse, in order to explore how the prohibition on it was understood and 

constructed as a moral demand. Of the compilers, al-Ḥalabī and Mughulṭāy do not discuss illicit 

intercourse (same- or opposite-sex) directly at all. This chapter, therefore, will focus directly on the 

meditations of al-Nuwayrī, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah and Ibn Abī Ḥajalah regarding sexual sins. 

Beginning with a short survey of the ḥadīths quoted in these compilations, which are focused on the 

this-worldly practice and punishment of same-sex intercourse, I then explore how sexuality was 

imbricated into the compilers’ constructions of masculinity and femininity; in short, and as will be 

discussed in 1.1.2, these compilers viewed women as agents of social disorder because of their 

supposedly uncontrollable experience of desire, whilst men are framed as agents of social order, a 

social order achieved and maintained through training the self and cultivating emotional control 

through the faculty of reason (ʿaql). In the second part of this chapter, I turn to Afterlife narratives to 

explore how the compilers understand the sexual act’s cosmological significance and to analyse how 

the compilers’ make use of punishment narratives as a powerful disciplinary moral tool. In the final 

part, I analyse the authenticity and discursive function of the ḥadīths that are cited, before turning, in 

the conclusion, to the question of how the compilers commune with the reader through their citation 

of these ḥadīths.  

 

1.1.1 Terminology, Earthly Punishment and Legal Discourses 

The central legal terminology regarding same-sex intercourse that will be used across this chapter is 

(i) ʿamal qawm Lūṭ (ii) liwāṭ (iii) lūṭī (iv) siḥāq. The final term, which will be discussed in more detail 

in 1.1.3, has most frequently been translated as “tribadism”. As for the other three, all of which are 

used by these three compilers, they sit in ambiguous relationship to each other.109 In general terms and 

in the eyes of the compilers, ʿamal qawm Lūṭ (deed of the people of Lot) and liwāṭ (anal intercourse) 

 
109 On the lexicographical development of the terms derived from the name of the Prophet Lūṭ, see Larcher 

2014.  
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were largely interchangeable and refer to the penetration of the anus; lūṭī became the term that 

described the person who committed this act. Across religious discourses, liwāṭ and ʿamal qawm Lūṭ 

were both constituted as major sins that warranted punishment and elicited fear:110 

 

Ibn ʿAbbās > Muḥammad ملعون من عمل عمل قوم لوط Cursed be he who commits the 

deed of the People of Lot 

Jābir ibn ʿAbd Allāh > 

Muḥammad 

 Kill him who commits the deed of من عمل عمل قوم لوط فاقتلوه

the People of Lot 

Jābir ibn ʿAbd Allāh > 

Muḥammad 

 إن أخوف ما أخاف على أمتي عمل قوم لوط

 

 

 

وفي لفظ آخر: إن أخوف ما أخاف على أمتي 

بعدي عمل قوم لوط ألا فلتترقب أمتي العذاب  

ان الرجل بالرجال والنساء بالنساء- إذا ك  

Verily the thing I am most afraid 

of for my community after I am 

dead is the deed of the People of 

Lot 

 

In another recension: Indeed, the 

thing I am most afraid of for my 

community after I am dead is the 

deed of the People of Lot. Verily, 

let my community anticipate 

punishment if men are [=lie] with 

men and women with women 

 

When al-Nuwayrī describes these two final ḥadīths as different recensions of each other, we see the 

performance of a logical slip: the ʿamal qawm Lūṭ becomes redefined as male-male (or female-

female) copulation. This, Kugle has argued, was a later corruption of the original terminology.111 In 

his liberationist re-reading of the Qur’an, Kugle argues that the Qur’anic condemnation of ʿamal 

qawm Lūṭ, and the absorption of that into the early ḥadīth corpus, referred not to male-male 

intercourse, but male rape of other men and was part of a broader set of crimes (including, notably, 

 
110 Al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:219 
111 Kugle 2010, 49–56, 118–24. 
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idol worship, 2.2.2) that the community of Lot carried out in disobedience to God.112 As Ali notes, 

Kugle’s rearticulation of the Qur’anic story, moving away from male-male anal intercourse and 

towards questions of non-consensual intercourse, would imply that consent “is necessary for an 

ethical or lawful sexual relationship”, something that does not hold up across the Qur’an.113 

Moreover, in her reading, the Qur’an’s problem with the deed of the People of Lot is that it refers to 

men’s taking men as sexual partners in preference to women.114 Whether or not the term is used in the 

Qur’an to imply male-male intercourse, it very soon did take on that meaning; Brown alleges that we 

can see ḥadīth transmitters as far back as the late 600s make the conceptual equivalence.115 For our 

compilers, both the ʿamal qawm Lūṭ and liwāṭ, much as we see in the above ḥadīth, refer to male 

copulation with other men in the anus.116 Perhaps the clearest articulation of this gender-focused 

position is Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s description of the story of Lot as qiṣṣat al-ʿushshāq aʾimmat al-fussāq 

nākiḥī al-dhukrān wa-tārikī al-niswān (the story of the lovers, the leaders in immorality, copulating 

with men and leaving women).117  

Ibn Abī Ḥajalah, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah and al-Nuwayrī each turn to the topic of liwāṭ 

(and siḥāq) as part of broader discussions of sexual and emotional sin. For Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, 

liwāṭ and zināʾ, illicit vaginal penetration,118 are the primary sexual sins against which he is writing; 

he discusses them together in his twenty-fourth chapter fī irtikāb sabīlay al-ḥarām (on taking the two 

paths of the illicit).119 Al-Nuwayrī divides up his chapters into one on al-taḥdhīr min al-liwāṭ wa-mā 

warada fī siḥāq al-nisāʾ (the warning against liwāṭ and what has been said about women’s siḥāq), 

followed by a chapter on the earthly punishment of the people who engage in liwāṭ, both the 

 
112 Ibid, 49–56.  
113 Ali 2016, 103–5; for further critiques of this re-reading see also Brown 2017, 3–4.  
114 Ali 2016, 104. This is particularly obvious in e.g. Qur’an al-Aʿrāf/7:81.  
115 Brown 2017, 12–3.  
116 In wider legal discourses, it did not exclusively mean male-male anal copulation. As Jumʿah notes, male 

copulation with women in the anus was described as al-liwāṭ al-ṣaghīr; al-Tīfāshī 1992, 30–2; Kugle 2010, 118. 

Lagrange, however, makes the case that whilst liwāṭ may technically refer to anal sex, it developed specific 

meanings in both literary and legalistic discourses that almost always referred to male-male intercourse; 

Lagrange 2008a, 125.  
117 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 245. El-Rouayheb discusses the gendering and scope of liwāṭ in legal theory at length, 

2005, 136–8, noting that it differs some way from “nontechnical usage”. In this chapter, I follow the compilers’ 

individual uses and citations very closely.  
118 R. Peters “Zinā or Zināʾ” EI2; Ali 2016, 73, 79–82.  
119 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 287.  
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penetrator and penetrated (ʿuqūbat al-lāʾiṭ wa-l-malūṭ bihi fī al-dunyā) and the Afterlife punishment 

of those who engage in liwāṭ (ʿuqūbat al-lūṭī fī al-ākhirah).120 These chapters follow a series of 

chapters on other sexual sins, including zināʾ, gazing upon beardless youths (2.2.1) and fitnat al-nisāʾ 

(the temptation of women).121 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah discusses liwāṭ and siḥāq as separate aspects of a 

broader chapter, that includes gazing upon beardless youths, inconstancy in affection and women’s 

hypersexuality;122 this chapter, he notes is concerned with ahl zamāninā (the people of our time) and 

is specifically focused on the sexual morality of his contemporary world. Whilst Ibn Qayyim al-

Jawziyyah and al-Nuwayrī discuss both Afterlife and civil punishment, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah confines his 

discussion to the question of what liwāṭ is and the nature of its punishment in the Hereafter (1.2). 

From the organization of the topic alone, four salient themes emerge as central to the 

compilers’ conception and depiction of liwāṭ: (i) the demand for punishment (ii) the relationship 

between liwāṭ and zināʾ (iii) questions of sexual role and (iv) the understanding of liwāṭ as harmful to 

social order. These points, all related to the compilers’ portrayal of liwāṭ’s relationship to civil order 

and juridical rulings, will form the core of the discussion in 1.1.1.  

In both Nihāyat and Rawḍat, the authors cite a number of ḥadīths which call for liwāṭ to be 

followed by punishment both in this world and in the next:123 

 

Suhayl ibn Abī Ṣāliḥ > Abū Ṣāliḥ 

> Abū Hurayrah > Muḥammad 

من وجدتموه يعمل عمل قوم لوط فارجموه أو  

 قال فاقتلوا الفاعل والمفعول به

“Whomsoever you find 

committing the deed of the People 

of Lot, stone them” - or he 

[Muḥammad] said, “kill the 

penetrator and the penetrated” 

ʿIkrimah > Ibn ʿAbbās > 

Muḥammad 

 The penetrator and the penetrated يقتل الفاعل والمفعول به

[should] be killed 

 
120 Al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:219–25. 
121 Fitnah has multiple meanings that include both temptation and social disorder/discord and is often a 

gendered concept of social disorder caused by women. As Ali notes, “Muslim worry over fitna – chaos and 

disorder – has often focused on the sexual temptation caused both by women’s unregulated desires and the 

troublesome desire that women provoke in men”, Ali 2010, 9.  
122 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 241.  
123 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 300; al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:220–1.  
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Ibn ʿAbbās > Muḥammad اقتلوا الفاعل والمفعول به فی عمل قوم لوط Kill the penetrator and the 

penetrated [parties who engage] in 

the deed of the People of Lot 

Jābir ibn ʿAbd Allāh > 

Muḥammad 

 Kill him who commits the deed of من عمل عمل قوم لوط فاقتلوه

the People of Lot 

Abū Hurayrah > Muḥammad   من وجدتموه يعمل عمل قوم لوط فارجموا

 الأعلى والأسفل

Whomsoever you find engaging in 

the deed of the People of Lot, 

stone the one on top and the one 

underneath 

   

Despite the final ḥadīth quoted here, the nature of the punishment for liwāṭ was not universally fixed. 

As Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah says, al-ṣaḥābah ittafaqū ʿalā qatl al-lūṭī wa-innamā ikhtalafū fī 

kayfiyyat qatlihi (the Companions agreed on the killing of the lūṭī but disagreed on the method).124 

ʿAlī (d.40/661) called for burning as the punishment, although Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah also alleges 

he stipulated stoning.125 Ibn ʿAbbās (d.68/687) famously suggested taking the person who commits 

liwāṭ to the tallest building and throwing them off, before pelting them with stone, mimetically acting 

out the Qur’anic narrative of God’s punishing the people of Lot.126 Despite Ibn Qayyim al-

Jawziyyah’s suggestion that the early community of Companions were all agreed on the necessity of 

“killing the lūṭī”, this supposed ijmāʿ al-ṣaḥābah (consensus of the Companions) did not translate 

smoothly into consensus among legal schools (madhāhib, s.g madhhab), which did not uniformly 

prescribe death as punishment for liwāṭ in all cases.127 The inconsistencies between legal schools 

derive from two key disagreements: whether liwāṭ was a crime that had a prescribed ḥadd punishment 

or a taʿzīr punishment, and whether the punishment for liwāṭ depended on personal status.128  

 
124 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 295. 
125 Ibid, 295, 301; al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:221.  
126 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 295; al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:221 
127 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 296. 
128 Omar 2011, 230–6; 243–5. See Schmitt 2004, 72–102; El-Rouayheb 2005, 118–22; Omar 2011, passim; 

Kugle 2010, 145–66; Rowson, “Homosexuality, ii. In Islamic Law” (Eir). As El-Rouayheb notes, the Mālikī and 

Imāmī Shīʿī schools called for the harshest punishments for liwāṭ, 2005, 121–2.  
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The term ḥadd “has become the technical term for the punishments of certain acts which have 

been forbidden or sanctioned by punishments in the Ḳurʾān and have thereby become crimes against 

religion”; the punishment for such crimes, like illicit intercourse or banditry, was “a right or claim” of 

God.129 For liwāṭ and zināʾ, the fixed punishment was stoning.130 Where liwāṭ was punished by taʿzīr 

(among the Ḥanafī and Ẓāhirī schools), this means that the penalty was at the discretion of the 

presiding judge in the particular case.131  

However, even where a legal school considered liwāṭ to deserve a ḥadd punishment, it may 

not have applied the punishment universally or even frequently, much as was the case for other 

supposedly fixed crimes; certainly, as I discuss briefly in 1.2.1, there is very little evidence for any 

prosecutions or punishments actually meted out by jurists for crimes like liwāṭ or zināʾ.132 As Omar 

has noted, zināʾ became the “overarching paradigm for punishing liwāṭ and siḥāq”, which entails 

differentiating the punishment by legal status, most specifically whether a person is muḥṣan or not.133 

As Burton says, the term muḥṣan “denotes persons liable, in the event of sexual misconduct, to death 

by stoning. They may originally have included slaves, but the fuḳahāʾ eventually settled on three 

qualifications: marriage, duly consummated; liberty; and Islam.”134 The difference in personal status 

could, depending on the jurist, have significant consequences for the severity of the punishment meted 

out.135 In Nihāyat, al-Nuwayrī quotes several different points of view. Mālik ibn Anas (d.179/795) 

quotes al-Zuhrī (d.124/741-2) as saying that the practitioners of liwāṭ should be stoned aḥṣana aw lam 

 
129 Carra de Vaux and Schacht, “Ḥadd” (EI2) 
130 Ibid. See El-Rouayheb 2005, 119–121.  
131 El-Rouayheb 2005, 118–9; Dien, “Taʿzīr” (EI2). As Dien notes, there are significant differences between 

ḥadd and taʿzīr as methods of punishment; “ḥadd is specified by the text, unlike taʿzīr which is at the discretion 

of the Imām; ḥadd lapses if based on suspicion (shubha), whereas taʿzīr is obligatory if there are grounds for 

suspicion.” Whilst Ḥanafīs allowed capital punishment for taʿzīr crimes, which Dien describes as “killing as an 

act of punishment for the sake of upholding public order” or al-qatl siyāsatan, nominally a taʿzīr penalty should 

be “lower than the lowest” ḥadd.  
132 For example, the punishment for drinking alcohol (shurb al-khamr) is also ḥadd, ordinarily fixed at eighty 

lashes. As Sadan notes, if one were a slave then the number is reduced to forty through analogy with the 

punishment of zināʾ; the Shāfiʿīs, unlike the other legal schools, fix the penalty at forty for free(d) people and 

twenty for the enslaved, following a different set of ḥadīth texts. Sadan “Khamr” (EI2). Much as was the case 

with sexual crimes, the prohibition did not stop people from engaging in the activity and the rate of corporal 

punishment was relatively low.   
133 Omar 2011, 227–8, 243–5.  
134 Burton, “Muḥṣan” (EI2). Omar suggests that further conditions were relevant in juridical discourses, 

including reaching the age of maturity, sanity and the extent of the penetration (“the entrance of the head or 

corona of the phallus in a partner’s orifice”); Omar 2011, 227. 
135 See Omar 2011, 246–7. 
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yuḥṣin.136 On the other hand, ʿAṭāʾ ibn Abī Rabīʿah (d.115/733) stipulated that the punishment for 

liwāṭ was the same as for someone who committed zināʾ, meaning that if someone was muḥṣan, then 

their punishment was stoning, but if not muḥṣan, then it would be being whipped and banished.137 

Another point of disagreement in legal discourse revolved around whether or not individuals 

should be punished differently for their role in intercourse.138 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah mockingly 

cites and refutes a Shāfiʿī ruling that the penetrated party receives a lesser punishment because he lā 

yaltadhdh bihi (does not enjoy it) unlike the penetrating party.139 In the corpus under consideration, 

however, punishment is not differentiated by role and the terms used for people who engage in liwāṭ 

are, in general, not differentiated by role either, with lūṭī being used for both penetrator and 

penetrated.140 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah exclusively talks about the lūṭī as a collective (1.2.2), regardless of 

position. Despite a “big tent” approach,141 and the chapter heading’s lexical division between al-lāʾiṭ 

and al-malūṭ bihi, al-Nuwayrī does not include a single ḥadīth or legal opinion that differentiates 

punishment based on role; he only cites texts that differentiate punishment based in iḥṣān, a term he 

does not define here but assumes the reader’s understanding.142 By contrast, Ibn Qayyim al-

Jawziyyah, like Ibn Taymiyyah, adopts the strict position of capital punishment regardless of role or 

iḥṣān and only approvingly cites material that calls for this universal capital punishment; this was 

unusual in the Ḥanbalī school, although it has become an influential position today.143  

 
136 al-Nuwayrī 1924, 220–2. 
137 Ibid. 
138 See El-Rouayheb 2005, 118–22. 
139 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 295.  
140 El-Rouayheb 2005, 17–23.  
141 Muhanna 2018, 79.  
142 Al-Nuwayrī does not come down on one side or the other on the question of iḥṣān, but cites both viewpoints; 

he was a Shāfiʿī and, as demonstrated by El-Rouayheb, that particular legal school had a “peculiar” and 

somewhat unresolved approach to questions of iḥṣān in anal intercourse, El-Rouayheb 2005, 119–20.  
143 El-Rouayheb 2005, 120–1. The compilations here espouse a classical and theoretical legal view which 

demands civil authorities employ capital punishment for liwāṭ. The reality of civil punishment for sexual 

intercourse was quite different. I briefly discuss this in 1.2, but it is worth noting that (i) most jurists and 

scholars adopted the “social philosophy” of concealing sin when it comes to private sexual acts (Rosenthal 

1972, 22; Ali 2016, 105; Mezziane 2008, passim), advocating private repentance (ii) the rate of prosecution for 

liwāṭ in the period is remarkably low (Bauer 2021, 192; Petry 2012, 153–8) and (iii) the law itself rendered 

prosecution almost impossible with the requirement for four witnesses to the moment of penetration or a 

confession (Bauer 2021, 192).  
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The compilers’ legal views regarding punishment for both parties to the sexual act differ from 

wider social opinions regarding those who engaged in liwāṭ.144 As Rowson has argued, the penetration 

of other men “resulted in little or no loss of prestige” and the “public attitude” towards committing 

liwāṭ in the ʿAbbāsid era (and, indeed, the period under study here) seems to have been “a sort of 

clucking disapproval not unmixed with envy”, for “it was males who consented to be penetrated 

anally who were not real men” in the idealised construction of masculinity, not men who penetrated 

other men.145 In broader society, the sexual economy of the pre-modern Muslim world placed free, 

adult, Muslim men at the very top.146 Penetration was understood to convey a power relationship; as 

El-Rouayheb says, “to penetrate phallically is to dominate, subjugate and ultimately to humiliate”.147 

Free, adult men were (assumed to be) the penetrator, with all not-men, including women, but also 

youths, eunuchs, enslaved people and others (assumed to be) the penetrated; I note the assumption, as 

there were those adult men who sought to be penetrated, usually termed maʾbūn and pathologized as 

suffering from a condition called ubnah, an “anal itch” that was understood to be either inherited or 

caused by penetration with “especially pungent semen”.148 As Lagrange and El-Rouayheb have 

shown, any upset to the penetrator/penetrated binary was ripe for the production of comedy and 

insult.149  

In our compilations, this approach to sexual intercourse, which depended on who was 

penetrating and how, was largely absent, as were these terms and people (e.g. maʾbūn, 

 
144 See El-Rouayheb 2005, 17–23. As Bauer has shown, there were a plurality of sexual norms that co-existed 

across discourses in the period; Bauer 2021, 194–8. See also, Tolino 2020, 34; El-Rouayheb 2005. The 

compilers of this corpus took a particularly legal and religious approach to same-sex intercourse, but this is by 

no means universal. 
145 Rowson 2008a, 53.  
146 See e.g. Tolino 2020, 34–6; Rowson 1991a; Rowson 2008a; Rowson 2003a; El-Rouayheb 2005, 14–25 and 

153; Ze’evi 2006; Bauer 2021, 196; Bauer 2005, 117. As Bauer notes, “all social roles were defined around the 

basis of the adult male. At the same time, sexual relations were understood almost exclusively through the axis 

of penetration”, Bauer 2014, 113. 
147 El-Rouayheb 2005, 13 
148 El-Rouayheb 2005, 19–20; see also “Liwāṭ” (EI2); Rosenthal 1978. No modern scholarship has seriously 

enquired into the actual sexual and emotional experience of men who sought out to be penetrated, and largely 

relies on the repetition of medieval accounts pathologizing that desire. Clearly, such men existed and their 

existence challenged, and continues to challenge, the smooth assumptions that undergird(ed) the pre-modern 

and academic understanding of the medieval Islamic sexual economy.  
149 Lagrange 2008b; El-Rouayheb 2005, 13–16.  
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mukhannath)150 identified in wider social constructions of sexuality; rather, any participant in the 

sexual act is described as a lūṭī regardless of position, as is characteristic of the legal discourse from 

which the compilers draw their ideas and through which they structure their morality on this issue. 

The social perception of sexuality, sexual role and/or penetration was, for the most part, immaterial 

for the compilers. Both parties to liwāṭ merited punishment, and there was no conceptual difference 

between the actions of each, because sexual intercourse was only morally acceptable at all within licit 

relationships. 

That is not to say that considerations of the implication of a particular sexual role within 

intercourse were entirely absent from their compilations. We do see a concern with sexual position 

manifest in the citation of one of the most well-known depictions of the Companions punishing liwāṭ. 

Khālid ibn al-Walīd (d.50/642) wrote to Abū Bakr (d.13/634) saying he had found in one of the Arab 

villages rajul yunkaḥ kamā tunkaḥ al-marʾah (a man being penetrated in the way that women are).151 

Seeking advice from the Companions, ʿAlī says that only one community ever did that act (hādhā lam 

taʿmal bihi ummah min al-umam illā ummah wāḥidah), by which he means qawm Lūṭ, and God 

ṣanaʿa … bihim mā qad ʿalimtum (did with them what you know), arguing for them to be burnt alive, 

which Khālid ibn al-Walīd then does. Here, the central concern is that the man is being penetrated as 

women are penetrated, aligning the act of penetration very clearly with the construction of 

masculinity.152 Kugle has analysed this incident at length, arguing that the individual, nicknamed 

Fujāʾah, was arrested by Khālid for crimes that were not anal intercourse, but actually related to 

political insubordination, apostasy and the repudiation of caliphal authority after the Prophet’s 

 
150 The mukhannath was originally a term used for effeminate men, which, in medical and legal discourse, 

became used to describe intersex people, whilst in social discourse it was often used interchangeably with 

maʾbūn; see Gesink 2018 for the former usage and El-Rouayheb 2005, 16 for the latter. The terminological 

development of this word would be a rich source for the study of changing ideas about the interrelationship 

between gender expression and sexuality across the longue durée. See also Rowson 1991b, 673–6.  
151 Al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:221; Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 295. 
152 This binaristic division centred on penetration as central to the construction of gender mirrors that found by 

Boyarin in Rabbinic and Biblical Judaism: “the Torah’s language is very explicit; it is the ‘use’ of a male as a 

female that is to’eba, the crossing of a body from one God-given category to another, analogous to the wearing 

of clothes that belong to the other sex, by nature as it were. Moving a male body across the border into ‘female’ 

metaphysical space transgresses the categories in the same way as putting on a female garment, for both parties, 

since both participate (presumably willingly) in the transgressive act”, Boyarin 1995, 343. Kugle argues that 

many aspects of the Islamic legal tradition’s treatment of liwāṭ derive from Judaic custom, the prevalence of 

which in Late Antique Medina he alleges to have affected the “remembering” of other ḥadīths; Kugle 2010, 

141–3.  
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death.153 This story took place during the Wars of Apostasy, when Khālid ibn al-Walīd was sent out to 

quell the rebelling tribes, providing the narrative with an explicit backdrop of social disorder and 

political chaos.154 Kugle’s argument rests on the notion that the early Muslim community “mis-

remembered” the nature of Fujāʾah’s transgressions and somehow they became transmogrified over 

time into the crime of anal intercourse.155 This elaborate schematic, which rests on Kugle’s broader 

argument that liwāṭ did not mean anal intercourse in the early period, ignores the potential for the 

accusation of male-male anal intercourse, as graphically described in the ḥadīth, to have been 

motivated by a desire to smear and discredit Fujāʾah as a political enemy through the use of gendered 

and sexualized insults, depicting the supposedly fierce warrior as an emasculated man, penetrated like 

a woman. In reality, it is not really necessary for the act to have taken placed or for Fujāʾah to have 

done the act for the early Companions to have (i) understood liwāṭ to have implied male-male anal 

intercourse and (ii) used that as cover or as smear to discredit their opponents.  

In any case, what is a salient fact of this story is that, within the religious canon, liwāṭ has an 

expressly “political dimension” and is connected to the maintenance of social order through the 

enforcement of rigid gender roles in the sexual act.156 The interrelationship between sexual intercourse 

and social order is a fact we see again and again through the way that liwāṭ is grouped together by the 

Prophet with other sinful actions that each amount to transgressing gendered norms, or proper 

boundaries of interpersonal interaction:157 

 

Al-Ājurrī > … > Muḥammad  م  سبعة لا ينظر الله إليهم يوم القيامة ولا يزكيه

ويقول ادخلوا النار مع الداخلين158 الفاعل  

والمفعول به والناكح يده وناكح البهيمة وناكح 

There are seven [types of person] 

at whom God will not look on the 

Day of Judgement and as regards 

 
153 Kugle 2010, 136–45; as he notes, the punishment was contentious and Ibn ʿAbbās disapproved of ʿAlī’s 

decision, 137. The same contention is true for the punishment of apostasy by burning, see Heffening “Murtadd” 

(EI2).   
154 For an historical account of this episode, see Ibn Aʿtham al-Kūfī 1991, 1:9–13. 
155 Kugle 2010, 139; Kugle suggests that the terms became convoluted through the mixture of Judaic and 

Bedouin moral cultures that constructed a strict patriarchal order; 141–5. 
156 Kugle 2010, 136. 
157 There are many similar ḥadīths, al-Nuwayrī, 2:209; Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 299–301.  
158 The wording is derived from Qur’an Taḥrīm/66:10, in which God says to the wives of Lot and Noah udkhulā 

al-nāra maʿa al-dākhilīna (enter the Hellfire with those who enter it) for their betrayal of their husbands, 

making them an example (mathalan) for disbelievers.  
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المرأة في دبرها والجامع بين المرأة وابنتها 

والزاني بحليلة جاره والمؤذي لجاره حتى 

 يلعنه

whom he will not vouch and to 

whom He will say, “Enter the 

[Hell]fire, with those that enter 

[it].” These seven are: the 

penetrator [of – presumably male-

male - anal sex], the penetrated 

party [of said anal sex], the 

masturbator, someone who 

engages in sex with animals, 

someone who penetrates a woman 

in the anus, someone who has sex 

with both a woman and her 

daughter, someone who commits 

extramarital fornication with the 

wife of his neighbour, and 

someone who afflicts his 

neighbour to the point that he [the 

neighbour] curses him.  

 

Al-Qaʿnabī > ʿAbd al-Azīz al-

Darāwardī > ʿAmr ibn Abī ʿAmr > 

Mawlā ibn al-Muṭṭalib ibn ʿAbd 

Allāh ibn Ḥanṭab al-Makhzūmī > 

ʿIkrimah > Ibn ʿAbbās > 

Muḥammad  

لعن الله من تولى غير مواليه ولعن الله من  

ولعن الله من كمه أعمى  غير تخوم الأرض 

عن السبيل ولعن الله من لعن والديه ولعن الله  

من عمل عمل قوم لوط ولعن الله من عمل 

عمل قوم لوط ولعن الله من عمل عمل قوم 

لوط ولعن الله من ذبح لغير الله لعن الله من 

 وقع على بهيمة 

God cursed those who claim 

someone as their mawlā who is 

not their mawlā;159 God cursed 

those who changed the boundaries 

of the earth; God cursed those 

who blinded a blind man from the 

road;160 God cursed those who 

engaged in the deed of the People 

 
159 Mawlā as a legal term has many meanings across time that are surveyed in Crone “Mawlā” (EI2). In legal 

theory, the classical view of walāʾ was as designating a “fictitious kinship tie” although it is “quite different 

from that of an agnatic tie even in classical law”. One of the most common types of relationship constructed 

through walāʾ was that between the manumitter and the freed slave.  
160 Meaning who did not help a blind man to see the road ahead of him or who directed him the wrong way. 
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of Lot; God cursed those who 

engaged in the deed of the People 

of Lot; God cursed those who 

engaged in the deed of the People 

of Lot;161 God cursed those who 

slaughtered [animals] for 

something other than Him; God 

cursed those who have sex with 

beasts 

 

Not only is liwāṭ liable to incur God’s wrath, but also bestiality, sexual intercourse with the 

neighbour’s wife or sexual intercourse with both a mother and her daughter. Each of these sexual 

couplings involve the breaking of boundaries between fenced off groups, be it the human-animal 

boundary, the gender boundary or the “property” boundary incurred through sexual intercourse with a 

neighbour’s wife.162 By placing liwāṭ in the same category as, say, changing the boundaries of land 

borders, beating one’s parents or claiming someone as a mawlā falsely, liwāṭ is rendered as one 

example of how the very fabric of the social order can be threatened; the sexual becomes equivalent 

to the construction of political, tribal, territorial or familial order and authority within society.163  

The notion that liwāṭ threatened the fabric of social order was of very real resonance to the 

compilers. For Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, liwāṭ was the greatest of all sexual sins, even more so than 

zināʾ;164 the truth, he says, is anna ʿuqūbatahu aghlaẓ min al-zānī li-ijmāʿ al-ṣaḥābah ʿalā dhālik wa-

li-ghilaẓ ḥurmatihi wa-intishār fasādihi wa-li-anna Allāh … lam yuʿāqib ummah mā ʿāqaba al-

 
161 Repeating this qualification three times places emphasis on the egregious nature of this crime.  
162 On the question of “property” as it relates to marriage and gender constructions, see Ali 2010, in particular 

her analysis of milk al-yamīn (what the right hand possesses) in ch.1. As Ali and Myrne explain, it was the 

ownership derived through the concept of milk that renders sexual intercourse with her (either wife or slave) 

licit; Ali 2010, 49 and passim; Myrne 2020a, 69.  
163 As Frenkel notes, and as we see here, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah considered “homosexuality” (by which he 

means liwāṭ) to be a “serious threat” to the political order of the Cairo Sultanate; Frenkel 2010, 81. It is 

significant here that heresy and liwāṭ are considered in a similar light in legal discourse, both understood as 

direct repudiations of God. Elsewhere, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah would describe taking part in liwāṭ as a 

“tamarrud” (rebellion) against God; Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 1978, 260.  
164 This was an unusual position, El-Rouayheb 2005, 138.  
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lūṭiyyah (that the punishment [of the lūṭī] is greater (lit. coarser) than that of the person who commits 

zināʾ based on the consensus of the Companions on that matter, as well as the grossness of the 

violation,165 the spread of corruption [from it] and because God never punished any community 

(1.2.2) as he punished the lūṭīs). Liwāṭ here is depicted as manifesting and sowing social corruption 

(fasād) because the practice of liwāṭ is a direct insubordination of God’s rights and religious 

demands.166 In punishing the community of Lot (1.2.2), al-ummah al-lūṭiyyah, more than any other 

group, He turned them into a “lesson for those who consider” (ʿibrah li-l-muʿtabirīn).167 Likewise, Ibn 

Abī Ḥajalah says that Yaʾjūj and Maʾjūj (Gog and Magog), were mufsidūn fī al-arḍ (spreaders of 

corruption in the land, Qur’an al-Kahf/18:94) and inna fasādahum kāna al-liwāṭ (verily their 

corruption was liwāṭ).168 Indeed, as Mezziane has argued, medieval jurists “justified their sanctions on 

liwāṭ by evoking disobedience (ʿiṣyān) and its corollary insubordination (fisq)”, which he defines as a 

“rebellion against God” because liwāṭ was understood to threaten the social order, as we see here, 

through the corruption of sexual propriety (1.1.2) and because one is committing an act of extreme 

antinomian disobedience against God by choosing to commit liwāṭ in direct contravention of explicit 

rulings against it.169 It was not for nothing that Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s discussion of liwāṭ takes place 

specifically in a chapter castigating the sexual landscape and immorality of his own time. In doing so, 

in commenting directly on the impoverished state of emotional life, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah concretises the 

threat posed by liwāṭ into the discursive climate of the present; liwāṭ is no longer simply abstract sin 

 
165 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 296. As Lane 1863–93, 558 has it, ḥurmah is both the state of being 

forbidden and of being sacred or inviolable, hence my translation as “violation”. Earlier in the chapter, Ibn 

Qayyim al-Jawziyyah cites Jābir ibn Zayd saying that al-dubur aʿẓam ḥurmatan min al-farj (the anus is more 

inviolable than the vagina) arguing that this is why he believed the practitioner of liwāṭ should be stoned 

whether muḥṣan or not, 2004, 295. He expounds at further length on the significance and gravity of liwāṭ as a 

sexual sin in comparison with zināʾ and the necessity of serious punishment in Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 1978, 

254–65.  
166 Aykan notes that the legal term in Ottoman jurisprudence sāʿī bi-l-fasād (Tr. fesād) (spreader of corruption) 

became associated with increasing frequency with the perpetration of several different acts that were understood 

to undermine social order, including liwāṭ but also social crimes like banditry and religious transgressions like 

heresy. He traces the term back to the eleventh century and says that it “denotes a type of legal person who 

poses a threat both to social order and political power”. The usual juridical punishment was death; Aykan 2019, 

253, 265 and passim.  
167 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 294–5.  
168 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 246. Within the poetic imaginary, this pair were often a metaphor for “destructive 

power”; see Van Donzel and Ott “Yaʿdjūdj wa-Maʾdjūdj” (EI2) and Cook, “Gog and Magog” (EI3). See Heiss 

2020 for the legend in apocalyptic literature. For a similar depiction in Amazigh legends, see Stroomer 2011, 

86.  
169 Mezziane 2008, 290; Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 1978, 260.  
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or distasteful practice committed in private, but connected to, and indeed actively damaging to, the 

social order through the fasād it spreads.170  

The compilers’ association of sexual sin to social disorder is mirrored in wider discourse and 

legal attempts to order sex, interpersonal boundaries and gendered participation in the public space.171 

The period in which the compilers lived was one of widespread social changes and upheaval, a period 

in which the Cairo Sultanate underwent significant social unease caused by the Black Death, military 

incursions, and widespread demographic and economic changes.172 As has been argued across 

scholarship, a considerable discourse in the Cairo Sultanate coalesced around the idea that the plague 

(and other ills) was caused directly by God’s displeasure over the proliferation of vice and sexual 

immorality.173 This discursive backdrop, in which sexual morality became explicitly linked to the 

communal and social experience of plague and social unrest, informs the compilations’ engagement 

with the morality of love and the ways in which people act when they are in love, as I will discuss 

further in 2.2 and 4.1.2.  

Across the compilations’ presentation of liwāṭ, there are three salient themes that emerge that 

will inform the coming discussion: (i) liwāṭ is generally understood by the compilers to be male-male 

anal intercourse (ii) there is a demand that it be punished in the world by death, with an awareness 

that other legal theorists have applied different penalties and (iii) liwāṭ is a cause of significant social 

disorder, as both direct insubordination to God and manifest sower of corruption.  

 

1.1.2 Attraction, Desire and Masculine Emotions 

In this discussion so far, liwāṭ has been focused on anal intercourse between men. However, in al-

Nuwayrī's discussion of the punishment waiting for those who engage in liwāṭ in the Hereafter (1.2), 

he includes the following ḥadīth:174 

 

 
170 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 241–6. 
171 Dols 1977, 114–5. On Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s conception of sin as linked to the spread of plague, see Herdt 2017, 

223.  
172 See e.g. Dols 1977, chs.3–5 on demographic, behavioural and economic effects of plague.  
173 See e.g. Dols 1977, 109–21; Stephan 2018, 184–95; Stearns 2011, 163–4. 
174 al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:222 
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Ibn al-Jawzī > … > Anas ibn 

Mālik > Muḥammad 

سمعت رسول الله صلى الله عليه  

وسلم يقول من قبل غلاما بشهوة عذبه الله في  

النار ألف سنة ومن جامعه لم يجد رائحة 

الجنة وريحها يوجد من مسيرة خمسمائة عام 

 إلا أن يتوب

I heard the Prophet say, 

“Whosoever kisses a [young] boy 

with desire, God will punish him 

in [Hell]fire for 1000 years; 

whoever has sexual intercourse 

with him [I.e. the young boy] he 

[will] not find the odour of 

Paradise [even though] its 

fragrance is detectable from a 

distance of five hundred years, 

unless he repents 

 

We see Sufyān al-Thawrī (d.161/778) make a similar claim:175 

 

 لو أن رجلا عبث بغلام بين إصبعين من أصابع رجليه يريد الشهوة لكان لواطا 

If a man pleasures himself with a boy between two of the boy’s toes out of desire, then it is liwāṭ 

 

Here, the mention of toes substitutes one part of the body (the anus), which is juridically forbidden, 

for another on which there exists no legal discussion. Pleasuring oneself with any part of the boy 

might constitute liwāṭ if done so out of desire, much as in the above ḥadīth, kissing the boy with 

desire constitutes an illicit action.176 Clearly, liwāṭ, or rather the legal prohibition on male-male sexual 

contact, is malleable and can be stretched in the compilers’ conception of it from the simple act of 

anal intercourse to any sexualised interaction between men or between a man and a youth.  

 The central term in both texts is “shahwah”. Myrne translates shahwah as sexual appetite, a 

translation that captures the conceptual understanding of shahwah as a corporealised yearning for an 

object of desire.177 In the Qur’anic story of Lot, for example, shahwah is used as the key term to 

 
175 Ibid, 2:220. 
176 In other words, liwāṭ may stretch beyond purely anal intercourse, depending on one’s intention.  
177 Myrne 2020a, 67–9.  
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describe the “lustful” and “unbridled” passions of the tribe; as Kugle notes, it is not that shahwah 

itself is bad, but that “the psychic state of the desire, shahwah, as craving makes such consumption 

lustful and potentially destructive… seeking and desiring are not bad in themselves; it depends upon 

their intent and sincerity”.178 This notion of intention is crucial to the two citations above: if the action 

is performed with shahwah, then it becomes sinful, whereas if the action is performed without, then it 

is not.179  

In the compilations, shahwah was linked to food, drink and sex, understood as the corporeal 

urge for an earthly object of satisfaction.180 All of the compilers were highly influenced by Ibn al-

Jawzī’s positions on shahwah (which he uses interchangeably with hawā, passion).181 In Ibn al-

Jawzī’s conception, shahwah was not all bad, given that without it one would not be drawn to eat or 

drink. However, what is dangerous is shahwah in excess (al-mufriṭ min dhālik), by which he means 

appetitive consumption beyond acquiring what one needs and repelling what is damaging.182 In this 

conception, it is a balancing act: we need shahwah, but we need to control our experience of shahwah. 

The reason for this danger is that al-hawā yadʿū ilā al-ladhdhah al-ḥāḍirah min ghayr fikr fī ʿāqibah 

(passion calls to immediate pleasure with no thinking through the consequences).183 However, this can 

be avoided through the cultivation of the intellect (ʿaql), because the ʿāqil, or the person who has 

 
178 Kugle 2010, 49; Jamal 2001, 21–5. 
179 This mirrors the Avicennian distinction between sensual and spiritual contemplation of the phenomenal 

world outlined in Ingenito 2020, 313–6. Ibn Sīnā understood rational contemplation of phenomenal beauty to be 

morally ennobling, but the sensual yearning for an (sexually illicit) object with shahwah to deserve “reproof”. 

Of course, it should be noted that liwāṭ (anal intercourse) was sinful regardless of shahwah.  
180 Kugle 2010, 49. Across the compilations, food and drink became methods through which to control sexual 

appetite; as Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah says, whenever one is legally able to, one must marry because it “is better 

for the genitalia” (aḥsan li-l-farj), given one can engage in licit intercourse, but that if one cannot marry, one 

must fast, because fasting yaksir shahawāt al-nafs (breaks the soul’s [faculty of] desire) and yuḍayyiq ʿalayhi 

majārī al-shahwah (the paths of desire become tight for him, meaning it constrains his ability to experience 

sexual desire). Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 189.  
181 Ibn al-Jawzī adopted an essentially Neoplatonic conception of the soul as tripartite, split between al-nafs al-

nāṭiqah (rational soul), al-nafs al-ḥayawāniyyah (animalistic soul) and al-nafs al-shahwāniyyah (appetitive 

soul), each of which is directed towards different focuses; the first is centred on knowledge, the second on 

conquest and the third on corporeal pleasure; see Ibn al-Jawzī 2012, 233. This was adopted by Mughulṭāy and 

al-Nuwayrī; Mughulṭāy 1997, 95, al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:155. These key terms are not stable across the tradition, 

nor are the divisions between the soul. For a survey of the different categorisations of the soul and its faculties, 

see Black, “Faculties of the Soul” (EI3). For other discussions of this tripartite conception of the soul, see e.g. 

Ikhwān al-Ṣafāʾ 1957, 3:272-3; Abrahamov 2003, 17-8; Ingenito 2020, 313–18.  Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 

conceived of the soul (nafs) as one (on which, see Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 1970 237, 290–7; Ibn Qayyim al-

Jawziyyah 2004, 147–9) whilst pleasure followed this tripartite schematic.  
182 Ibn al-Jawzī 2012, 18.   
183 Ibid.  
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cultivated their ʿaql,184 refuses ladhdhah tuʿqab alaman (pleasure which will be followed by pain), by 

which he means punishment both in the earth and the Afterlife.185 In other words, Ibn al-Jawzī sets up 

a contrast between a rationalistic and intellectualised approach to one’s embodied emotional 

experience of desire in which one considers carefully the consequences of one’s actions, on the one 

hand, and the simple acquisition of immediate pleasures with no thought for consequence on the 

other, occasioned by a lack of ʿaql.  

This binaristic relationship between the ʿaql and shahwah pervades all of the compilations 

under study in this thesis.186 As Mughulṭāy notes, min al-maʿlūm ghayr al-majhūl (it is known by 

everyone) that God installed (rakkaba) two opposing natures (ṭabīʿatayn mutaḍāddatayn) in the 

human, these being the intellect (ʿaql), which he describes as being led towards a higher goal by 

justice (ʿadl), and the nafs or “metaphysical soul” to use Ayubi’s translation, which is led astray by 

shahwah.187 These form two poles (quṭbān) in the human; if the nafs wins out, then man can no longer 

tell the difference between right and wrong, between that which is morally optimal and that which is 

repugnant (al-ḥusn wa-l-qabīḥ) and loses all insight (baṣīrah) into such matters. Al-Ḥalabī, in his 

chapter on the danger of hawā (passion), quotes al-Haytham ibn ʿAdī (d.c.209/824) as saying, 

amongst other things, that the ʿaql is the asīr (prisoner) of love.188  Al-Ḥalabī also cites Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq 

(d.148/765), the sixth Shīʿī imam and respected jurist and ḥadīth transmitter,189 as saying that lā 

 
184 In technical Islamic legal discourse, ʿāqil means a person of sound mind; one needs ʿaql to be legally and 

morally responsible for one’s actions. 
185 As Giffen notes, one of the primary interventions made by Ibn al-Jawzī in the tradition was the emphasis 

placed on ʿaql as the “defence against evil desires”. His “purpose” is to “frighten lovers away from passionate 

love” and so emphasizes the importance of ʿaql in the fight against hawā. Giffen 1971, 119. Of course, this 

notion of painful consequences is not just centred on the prospect of punishment; the reasonable person would 

avoid consuming poison, for example.  
186 Al-Nuwayrī cites a considerable amount of Dhamm on this subject, including Ibn al-Jawzī’s argument that 

lovers have surpassed animals in giving in to their desires; see al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:156. The opposition between 

ʿaql and shahwah does not imply an opposition between love and the intellect. The compilers all cite material 

that praises love, as well as material that censures it. Some of that material suggests they perceived love as 

containing within it an ennobling quality; one notable story, cited by all the compilers except Ibn Qayyim al-

Jawziyyah, revolves around the Sassanian king Bahram Gur, who tries to make his son fall in love with a young 

woman in order to refine his intellect (dhakāʾ) and manners (adab); see al-Ḥalabī 2000, 46–9; al-Nuwayrī 1924, 

2:138; Mughulṭāy 1997, 65; Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 26–7. See also Balda-Tillier 2022, 64–5.  
187 Mughulṭāy 1997, 39. Ayubi 2019, 13. Mughulṭāy, following Ibn al-Jawzī’s adoption of the Neoplatonic 

conception of the soul, understood it to be tripartite, split into the “nafs nāṭiqah”, “nafs ḥayawāniyyah” and 

“nafs shahwāniyyah” (rational, animalistic, appetitive, respectively), each focused on different goals, with the 

final soul dedicated to the consumption of food and having sex; see Mughulṭāy 1997, 95.  
188 Al-Ḥalabī 2000. This chapter includes quotations on a similar theme that depict ʿishq controlling the ʿaql.  
189 R. Gleave “Jaʿfar al-Ṣādeq i. Life” (EIR) 
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yahlik imruʾ ḥatta yuʾthir shahwatahu ʿalā dīnihi (man does not perish until he elevates his base 

desires above his religion), positing an opposition between religious morality and passion.190  

Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah adopted the most theoretically elaborate approach to the 

interrelationship between the ʿaql and shahwah.191 Much like Ibn al-Jawzī, Ibn Qayyim al-

Jawziyyah’s work adopts the balancing act approach to shahwah. As Bell suggests, Ibn Qayyim al-

Jawziyyah was “interested primarily in mobilizing human emotions for the sake of a positive spiritual 

goal”.192 God, he says in his introduction, did not prohibit (mā ḥarrama) something without providing 

a substitute (iʿāḍah) for it; the substitute for illicit intercourse (liwāṭ and zināʾ) is nikāḥ (marriage) and 

the tasarrā (concubinage) of women.193 God did not proscribe the experience of passion (hawā) in 

and of itself. Rather, God demanded (yaʾmur) instead that man turns his heart (bi-ṣarf qalbihi) away 

from the generic passion for women (al-nisāʾ jumlatan) and towards a passion for marriage with that 

which “is good for him” (ṭāba lahu), by which he means any of four wives and however many 

enslaved women (imāʾ) he wishes.194 Crucially, for all of the compilers, the experience of shahwah 

for one’s licit sexual partner was beneficial and healthy, rather than problematic, as it would be for an 

object of passion with whom one cannot commit sexual intercourse. 

For Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah (and Ibn al-Jawzī), shahwah for the object of sexual desire is 

occasioned by gazing at others, for shahwat al-qalb mumtazijah bi-ladhdhat al-ʿayn fa-idhā raʾat al-

ʿayn ishtahā al-qalb (the yearning of the heart is mixed with the pleasure of the eye for if the eye sees, 

the heart yearns).195 Across all five of the texts of this corpus, and much of the wider medieval Islamic 

tradition,196 one of the most significant causes of love was the sensory perception of phenomenal 

 
190 Al-Ḥalabī 2000, 56–7.  
191 ʿAql combines both reason and intellect in Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s formulation, referring both to the 

soundness of one’s choices and one’s literal knowledge (here, of morality); it is the faculty through which the 

believer knows and believes in God, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 17.  
192 Bell 1979a, 100.  
193 Ibid, 21–2.  
194 Ibid, 20-1. Notably there is no consideration here of any object of love that is not a woman, nor is there a 

consideration of women as lovers.  
195 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 81; Ibn al-Jawzī 2012, 73. 
196 Across the compilations, there are multiple citations of texts from different genres which discuss the gaze, 

both religious (2.1) and poetic/anecdotal (3.1.2). See Giffen 1971, 120–32 for a detailed discussion of naẓar, 

which draws from works across this tradition.  
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beauty, either visually or aurally. Given the constraints of space, I am only able to give a very brief 

overview of the theoretical discussions of falling in love here (see 2.1). 

Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah provides us with the clearest explanation of the process of falling in 

love. In order for love to take place, the lover, according to the jurist, must do three things: gaze upon 

an object, find that object beautiful (istiḥsān), and contemplate the object perceived (al-fikr fī al-

manẓūr).197 The gaze may be swapped for aural perception of either the beautiful voice or the 

description of the beautiful person, given that the blind cannot otherwise fall in love.198 The process 

whereby one then falls in love takes place through a further threefold coincidence, necessitating the 

character (waṣf, lit. description) and beauty (jamāl) of the beloved, the feelings (shuʿūr) of the lover 

for the beloved and a certain suitability or affinity between them (variously called munāsabah, 

mushākalah, mulāʿamah).199 Only when all three of these are present does love occur and take root.  

Whilst Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s polemic against the gaze may be by far the most 

developed account of the gaze as cause for love, the other compilers also tie the gaze to the 

emergence of ʿishq as an emotional experience or argue that the prolonged gaze upon the beloved is a 

central sign of love. As al-Nuwayrī has it, for example, sabab al-ʿishq muṣādafat al-nafs mā yulāʾim 

 
197 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 90. 
198 Ibid. Among our compilers, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah was the most wary of poetry and music as an erotic 

stimulant, describing al-aṣwāt al-muṭribah (emotive voices) as one of the causes of the intoxication of love 

(sakrat al-ʿishq) because of how music and the performance of poetry are able to pull on the imagination and 

cause corporeal desire (shahwah); Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 139–40; Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 1996, 

1:359–60; see also Bell 1979a, 24–5 and 85-8 on audition in the thought of Ibn al-Jawzī and Ibn Taymiyyah. 

The intoxication that derives from listening to music is especially (lā siyyamā) prominent if there is dhikr al-

maḥbūb (the mention of the beloved) or waṣf ḥāl al-muḥibb (the description of the state of the lover), for in this 

instance the beautiful voice is mixed with idrāk al-maʿānī al-munāsibah (the perception/consciousness of 

apposite mental content); I borrow this translation from Key 2018, by which he means “the stuff of human 

cognition”, 242. Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah adopts a moral programme that is prophylactic rather than curative, 

based on avoiding the audition of poetry or music. In particular, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah is concerned with the 

mixing of intoxications, which derives from hearing the music or poetry, seeing the performer and drinking 

alcohol, because yajidūn min ladhdhat al-wiṣāl wa-sukrihi fī hādhihi al-ḥāl mā lā yajidūnahu bi-dūnihā (when 

in that state, they find, in the pleasure of union and its intoxication, that which they do not find without it); on a 

practical level, this concern seems to relate to the kinds of parties at which poetry was sung aloud and audiences 

drank; see Nielson 2021, 40–1 on the interlacing of music/alcohol in discourse and 53–9 on majālis (gatherings 

with music and poetry) and 135–68 on contemporary moralists’ concerns with such gatherings and listening to 

music. See e.g. Mughulṭāy 1997, 284, for a well-known tragic anecdote in which Muḥammad ibn Ḥamīd al-Ṭūsī 

was at a party with his boon companions drinking wine and listening to a woman sing. By the end of the 

anecdote, the singer and a wine-bearer (sāqī) had both jumped into the Tigris and drowned together, leading 

Muḥammad to give up drinking for a month. 
199 Ibid, 69–75; Bell 1997, 148–50. The notion of affinity has ancient roots derived from the Aristophanic myth 

in Plato’s Symposium; Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 78. Mughulṭāy 1997 48–9; Gutas 1988, 56 and Balda-

Tillier 2022, 52–3. For the other compilers’ views on affinity as a central cause of love, see al-Ḥalabī 2000, 41–

5; Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 59–67; Mughulṭāy 1997 48–59; al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:145–6. 
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ṭabʿahā fa-tastaḥsinuhu wa-tamīl ilayhi, wa-akthar asbāb al-muṣādafah al-naẓar (the cause of ʿishq 

is the chance encounter of the soul with that which accords with its nature and which it finds beautiful 

and inclines towards; the most common of the causes of this chance encounter is the gaze).200 Both al-

Ḥalabī and Ibn Abī Ḥajalah write whole chapters on those who fell in love at first glance (bi-awwal 

naẓrah),201 whilst Mughulṭāy alleges that the primary signs of love all revolve around the obsessive 

regard, or idmān al-naẓar, upon the beloved.  

Of course, for Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah at least, this leads to a moral concern with naẓar, a 

concern which prompts him to write his five-chapter polemic against it. Should one find oneself 

having already gazed upon phenomenal beauty, he emphasises the necessity of ʿaql: by cultivating 

one’s ʿaql, one can avoid giving in to shahwah and forgetting God. Indeed, the ʿaql was the primary 

faculty through which the believer knows God.202 Much as articulated by Ibn al-Jawzī, Ibn Qayyim al-

Jawziyyah’s focus on the cultivation of ʿaql demonstrates a highly rationalistic morality based in the 

intellection of emotion, and the evaluation of one’s actions and desires at all times; at the same time, it 

casts a pall of suspicion over earthly interactions. Where wider discourses differentiated between 

gazing upon phenomenal beauty with shahwah and the spiritual contemplation of phenomenal beauty, 

all phenomenal interactions are liable to be charged with shahwah in this reading.203 It is in part for 

this reason that both jurists recommend lowering the gaze at all times (2.1), to avoid the experience of 

sexual desire that derives from it, because shahwah, in their conception, intoxicates and enslaves man 

to the phenomenal object of desire and distracts him from the love of God.204 Indeed, as Ibn Qayyim 

al-Jawziyyah says, human perfection (kamāl al-insān) cannot be found in corporeal shahwah derived 

from the phenomenal object of the gaze; if it could, the most sexually active person and the person 

who eats the most would be the most perfect of humankind.205 True perfection can only be found in 

al-ladhdhah al-ʿaqliyyah al-rūḥāniyyah, intellectual and spiritual pleasure, which he argues entails 

 
200 Al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:140. 
201 Al-Ḥalabī 2000, 29–31; Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 69–73.  
202 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 17. 
203 See Miller 2018, 15–6; Ingenito 2020, 486–8. 
204 Ibid, 93.  
205 Ibid, 147. Note again the link of food and sex. 
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trying to embody the characteristics of perfection (ṣifāt al-kamāl) and loving “in” (fī) God;206 the 

weight of a grain of sorghum (mithqāl durrah) of this kind of pleasure is not equal to mountains-

worth (bi-amthāl al-jibāl) of earthly pleasures (ladhdhāt al-dunyā).207 The central problem of 

shahwah, here, is that it directs the believer away from the highest form of pleasure, derived from 

maḥabbat Allah (the love of God), and towards the base desires of the body for the phenomenal.208  

In any case, the insistence on the cultivation of ʿaql indicates how we are to understand his 

intentions in writing Rawḍat and elaborating a treatise on human behaviour in love. In his 

introduction, he describes Rawḍat itself as a “treaty of peace” (ʿaqd al-ṣulḥ) between ʿaql and hawā; 

that treaty “makes it easy for the worshipper to fight against his base self209 and Satan” (sahhala ʿalā 

al-ʿabd muḥārabat al-nafs wa-l-shayṭān).210 Indeed, his whole book was set down for this reason (li-

dhālik waḍaʿnā hādhā al-kitāb): by outlining, analysing and explaining the various prohibitions and 

restrictions placed on human emotion, by teaching the reader about love, how it affects the individual, 

how it is caused and how it manifests, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s aim is to ensure that the reader 

knows and understands the perils that can arise from careless or wanton behaviour (like allowing the 

gaze to roam freely upon the world, 2.1) and allowing oneself to give in to shahwah.211 The book 

yaṣluḥ (is suitable) for all classes of people (li-sāʾir ṭabaqāt al-nās) and is to be understood as an 

ʿawn (help) in religion (dīn) and the world (dunyā).212 This conception of the work explains why he 

inveighs so strongly against liwāṭ and zināʾ, two of the most striking examples of giving in to earthly 

pleasures in the face of intense religious prohibition and, therefore, of not cultivating one’s ʿaql.213 In 

his conception, ḥaqīq bi-kull ʿāqil an lā yasluk sabīlan (any reasonable person is entitled not to take a 

 
206 Ibid, 148. Bell has analysed this at length 152–5; loving “in” God means loving what He loves and is 

“incumbent” upon every believer, contrasted with loving “with” God, which constitutes shirk (associationism) 

because it elevates the human (or non-divine) beloved to the same level as God.  
207 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 148.  
208 Ibid; see also Bell 1979a, 164–5 on Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s articulation of ʿishq as a type of idolatry 

(shirk, associationism) and his conception of loving in God as opposed to loving with God.  
209 Bell translates this as “lower desires”, 1979, 100.  
210 Bell 1979a, 151; Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 21–2.  
211 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 18 22; Balda-Tillier also describes al-Wāḍiḥ as a “vademecum” of love, and 

the same can be said for each of the compilations, 2022, 184.  
212 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 25. 
213 Ibid, 287.  
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path) until he knows what that path would bring him in terms of preservation and destruction, 

blamelessness and perdition (salāmah aw ʿaṭab).  

As Bell notes, in Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s broader conception of man’s emotions, “loves 

which are harmful … proceed only from corrupt knowledge” because, as we see in the quotation 

above, “if this were not the case, then no man would choose them” and, because of this, they become 

“absurd”.214 In other words, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah cannot conceive of performing illicit sexual 

acts because the momentary release of pleasure is so overwhelmed by the negative consequences 

attendant to it.215 As we see in the quotation above, the person who has ʿaql is assumed by Ibn 

Qayyim al-Jawziyyah not to take a path until he knows where it leads; by outlining in excruciating 

detail the different opinions regarding how liwāṭ and zināʾ are punished, the religious justifications for 

that punishment and the nature of what constitutes liwāṭ and zināʾ as a sexual sin, Ibn Qayyim al-

Jawziyyah is providing his reader with the knowledge of where those paths lead and giving the reader 

the information necessary to guard against committing them. These chapters are conceived as 

informing the reader of the dangers attendant in their practice of sexual sin, providing them with the 

knowledge of the “aqbaḥ al-ghāyāt” (most awful consequences; lit. most repugnant destinations or 

extremities) to which their actions will lead and thereby preventing the reader from taking these 

paths.216 No reader could claim, having read the work, that they were insensible to the dangers on that 

path. The text bolsters the ʿaql here in a very material sense, and the reader must now internalise its 

contents in their emotional life, in order to ensure he does not become overwhelmed by the experience 

of shahwah and go on to commit a grave sexual sin.  

Whilst Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah claims in this introduction to be speaking to sāʾir al-nās, it 

becomes clear that his actual intended recipient is the free, adult, Muslim male and that his morality is 

constructed around this intended reader’s cultivation of emotional control through ʿaql.217 The same is 

 
214 Bell 1979a, 151.  
215 In his symbolic reading of moral discourse, Wafer goes so far as to suggest that “the fight against attraction 

to members of one’s own sex is paradigmatic of the ‘great holy war’ [jihād] waged against the nafs”, 

generalising this particular aspect of moral discourse (cultivation of the intellect against the desire to commit 

same-sex intercourse) as a model for the control of all desires, Wafer 1997, 93, building off Bouhdiba 1985, 31, 

in which “male homosexuality” is described as “the depravity of depravities”.  
216 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 287.  
217 Because Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah blandly articulates differences through a male-female binaristic division, I 

have continued to use that language; as Gadelrab argues, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah principally understood male-
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largely true of the other compilers, each of whom depict women as major threats to social order and 

man’s ability to control his emotions. Women are most often depicted as agents of fitnah, both 

causing man to lose control of his emotions and as unable to control their own unbridled sexual 

desire;218 in these compilers’ misogynistic moral frameworks, women are understood to be deficient 

in ʿaql and are depicted as very problematic actors within the broader social world and interpersonal 

interactions, always capable of seducing men and tempting them to transgress because of their 

perceived inability to control their passions. In Nihāyat, there is an entire chapter on “taḥdhīr min 

fitnat al-nisāʾ” (warning against the temptations of women),219 in which al-Nuwayrī cites a very long 

story on the authority of Wahb ibn Munabbih about a pious monk who gave into his sexual desire 

aroused by a woman, which leads to illicit sexual intercourse, illegitimate pregnancy, child-murder 

and the murder and eternal damnation of both the monk and the woman.220 Muḥammad is also quoted 

repeatedly (both in this chapter and across each of the compilations) as saying that there is no fitnah 

more harmful (aḍarr) for men than women.221 In the bland citation of this material, the compilers 

construct a male-male conversation through a universalising male language: when al-Nuwayrī writes 

that chapter heading warning against the discord produced by women, it becomes clear who the 

intended audience is, whom he is warning. 

Building from Irigaray, Ayubi has argued that “male identity is often defined in philosophy 

by using women as a contrast”.222 In his discussion of pleasure, for example, Ibn Qayyim al-

Jawziyyah spends a long time discussing the ways in which al-ladhdhah al-ʿaqliyyah is the highest 

form of pleasure to which the human must direct their energies. He then asks whether the same rules 

apply to al-nufūs al-ḍaʿīfah ka-nufūs al-nisāʾ wa-l-ṣibyān (weak souls, like the souls of women and 

children).223 These souls, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah notes, need play and games (lahw wa-laʿb) in 

order to be able to access the highest pleasures, those which provide some benefit for the soul in the 

 
female as two distinct, binarised poles of sex, following the dictum that God made humanity in pairs as male 

and female in Qur’an al-Ḥujurāt/49:13; Gadelrab 2011, 77.  
218 Ali 2016, 9. 
219 Al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:213–6.  
220 Ibid, 2:214–6. 
221 Mughulṭāy 1997, 23–4; al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:213; Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 96; Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 

247.  
222 Ibid, 59.  
223 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 146.  
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Afterlife.224 Beyond this obviously gendered division, in which women are aligned with children by 

the weakness of their souls, the note also exposes the implicit gendering of the text: throughout the 

previous section, it was not clear that the discussion had been focused on male souls’ experience of 

pleasure, as the language was framed through a universal masculine. Only when women’s souls are 

explicitly addressed does it become clear that the discussion had always been implicitly centred on 

men’s experience of and responsibilities towards pleasure; this is hardly surprising, given that, on the 

one hand, men were the intended readers of “practically all premodern Islamic literature” but 

specifically erotological or emotional manuals like these compilations,225 and that, on the other, the 

moral framework elaborated across this compilation in particular, but also latent in the other 

compilations, is focused on shoring up not only male control of their own ʿaql, emotions and 

experience of pleasure, but also women’s access to pleasure. As Brenner argues, we must be attentive 

to how textual sources are gendered and gender for “literature reflects this gendering process and also 

serves as one of its agents… to the extent that a text is a cultural product and a commodity, it cannot 

be gender-neutral, because both its conception and reception are not neutral. The chain of gendering is 

then reciprocal. Authors and readers gender texts as well as being gendered by them”.226 

Across moral discourses in the fourteenth century and before, as demonstrated by Myrne and 

Ayubi respectively, women are generally associated with shahwah much more than men, with this 

consensus deriving from a ḥadīth in which Muḥammad claimed that God created shahwah in ten 

parts, nine of which were given to women.227 As Myrne notes, “the supposed combination of a strong 

libido and inferior nature was seen as inducing women to commit adultery and fornication”, hence 

why the compilers adopted a suspicious view of women as agents of fitnah. As Ayubi has shown, in 

the parallel Persian ethics tradition, women are confined to discussions surrounding the faculty of 

 
224 Ibid.  
225 Myrne 2018a, 51. 
226 Brenner 1997, 1. As wadud notes, “the underlying presumption that the male person is the normative human 

being restricts women from full consideration in the construction of ethical-spiritual and social-political 

postulates in Islamic thought”; wadud 1999, xi; on the centrality of the male perspective in moral and sexual 

discourse, see Rowson 1991a 54–5; Malti-Douglas 2001, 127; Malti-Douglas 1991, 35 and passim; Ali 2016, 

xxxvi–ii; Myrne 2018a, 51; Ayubi 2019, 24 and passim. 
227 Myrne 2020a, 67; Myrne 2018a, 51–3 surveys the link between shahwah and femininity in the erotological 

tradition before al-Suyūṭī, the primary focus of her article; see 60–5 for al-Suyūṭī’s construction of idealised 

femininity around women’s sexual and social subservience in marriage to their husband.  
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corporeal urges (quvvat-i shahvat); she argues that “because the ethicists viewed women as servile to 

their bodily functions, it makes sense that the only faculty they could imagine women possessing was 

the one that involves the body and carnality”.228 We see the perception of women as being servile to 

their sexual urges frequently across the compilations. In Rawḍat there are two striking examples 

where Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah makes his perception of women’s emotional cultivation very clear. 

When discussing whether sex corrupts or enhances love, for example, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah notes 

that women are much more likely to experience pain and grief after engaging in sexual intercourse, 

because idhā dhāqat ʿusaylat al-rajul wa lā siyyamā awwal ʿusaylah lam takad taṣbir ʿanhu baʿd 

dhālik (when she tastes the man’s droplet of honey,229 especially the very first droplet, she can hardly 

refrain from it after that).230 Likewise, in the twenty-eighth chapter on those who experienced 

punishment and pain rather than engage in the pleasure of illicit (ḥarām) intercourse (wiṣāl), Ibn 

Qayyim al-Jawziyyah pointedly says, wa-hādhā laysa bi-ʿajīb min al-rijāl wa-lākinnahu min al-nisāʾ 

aʿjab (this is not surprising [to see] among men, but among women it is most surprising), again 

painting men as able to control their emotions, but women as largely (although not entirely) unable to 

do so.231 Despite then going on to retell a series of stories in which women do hold tight to their ʿaql 

over shahwah, at least one of whom is expressly described as having reason (dhāt ʿaql), the 

implication is clear: women are much more likely to give in to their sexual impulses, such that it is 

shocking and worthy of note to Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah when they do not. The individual women of 

the anecdotes become exceptions, or, to use Ayubi’s term, “gendered disruptions” to a generalised 

rule, that femininity is centred on a lack of impulse control and an overwhelming sexual appetite.232   

In the compilations under study, this gendered perception of women as being essentially 

servile to shahwah led to the moral demand for marriage and for pleasurable sexual intercourse in 

 
228 Ayubi 2019, 82. 
229 The term ʿusaylah has a long history in Islamic erotological discourses, deriving from a ḥadīth in which the 

Prophet is talking to a woman whose second husband turns out to be impotent. The Prophet tells her she cannot 

re-marry her first husband until she tadhūq al-ʿusaylah (tastes the drop of honey). The image of the droplet of 

honey remains important in contemporary Islamic erotology, see Akande 2015. The term ʿusaylah can also 

referentially denote the physical droplet of semen or male genitalia, meaning that this could be interpreted as the 

woman tasting the man’s semen; Lane 1863-93, 2098.  
230 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 81.  
231 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 365. 
232 Ayubi 2019, 91.  
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marriage, in order to control the wife’s sexual appetite.233 This is representative of broader juridical 

and sexological discourses, which adopted marriage and sexual fulfilment in marriage as a way of 

controlling both “women’s unregulated desires” and the “troublesome desire” provoked in men.234 

This external control derives from the compilers’ fundamentally misogynistic conception of women’s 

innate shahwah (and concomitant lack of ʿaql) as being so totally overwhelming that they are 

incapable of controlling it themselves. This is merely one strand of discursive patriarchal control that 

was being elaborated across multiple discourses that sought to extend male control over all aspects of 

women’s lives and interactions with the social world.235 

Returning to Ayubi’s analysis, she notes that, where a key aspect of femininity was perceived 

to be woman’s lack of control over her sexual appetite, masculinity was constructed on the 

appropriate control of shahwah, and nāmardī (unmanliness) derives from the improper control of 

one’s sexual appetites.236 The same is true for our compilations, in which the control of shahwah and 

the cultivation of ʿaql become the idealised moral attributes of the male reader, for which the 

compilations provide the tools. If we return to the question of kissing a boy bi-shahwah, it becomes 

clear that the question is not so much the malleability of liwāṭ as a term, but the nature of masculinity. 

Liwāṭ, along with zināʾ, was understood as a striking example of man’s inability to control his 

 
233 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 185–189; Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 183–4. Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah notably 

argued elsewhere that the wife should be, in Rapoport’s translation, the “prisoner” (ʿāniyyah) of her husband, 

dependent on him for all everything. Rapoport 2005, 52. It should be remembered that, as Rapoport notes, “Ibn 

al-Qayyim was reacting to social realities that were increasingly removed from this patriarchal ideal”. Much like 

his articulation of ideas about love in Rawḍat, this kind of statement is not documentary but moral, setting out a 

vision for an idealised society in which women are essentially cloistered away from the public space and cannot 

tempt men.   
234 Ali 2016, 9. 
235 There is a considerable bibliography that explores women’s agency and power in the contemporary period. 

Early approaches tended to emphasise the discrepancy between ‘official’ or theoretical articulations of 

patriarchal control over women’s presence in urban space, see e.g., Lutfi 1991 on women’s participation in 

cultural and religious life in contemporary Egypt and Chapoutot-Remadi 1995 on the discrepancy between 

juridical sources (which restricted women’s movement) and women’s participation in public life. More recently, 

Lev 2017 has problematised the source base of these articles, arguing that we should not assume “urban realities 

were necessarily more powerful than religious and cultural values”, 157, noting that in contemporary moral 

discourse, women were “inferior” and their presence in public space seen as “socially disruptive”. Frenkel 2017 

also problematises the “broad brush strokes” with which these histories of Mamluk women have been written, 

noting the complexity of women’s navigation of different types of social capital. Stephen 2018 adopts a nuanced 

reading of chronicles to explore how women’s participation in space was subject to regulation, but that the 

regulation itself speaks to women’s presence. See also Andrews and Kalpaklı 2005, 186–8 on the widespread 

policing of women’s sexuality in the Ottoman period. The idealised legal and moral discourses we see in 

compilations like these are further problematised by the imagination of gendered interactions in literature; see 

Bray 2004c.  
236 Ibid, 92.  
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shahwah and cultivate his ʿaql, given the extent of the religious prohibitions on the act, and the 

knowledge of the very dangerous consequences that might follow it (both in terms of civil and 

Afterlife punishments). Liwāṭ is, within these moral discourses, constructed as a rejection of the 

masculine tenet of emotional control and, as Mezziane argues, calls into question the construction of 

an idealised masculinity around that emotional control, an emotional control that contributed to the 

theoretical masculine and patriarchal claim to social authority over women.237 

In the compilations under study in this thesis, liwāṭ has a kind of double-edged significance 

for morality. On a basic level, the act of liwāṭ is an example of illicit intercourse and therefore 

deserves punishment. Beyond that, however, liwāṭ also reveals a man giving in to his shahwah and 

failing to cultivate his ʿaql, turning him from the idealised masculine moral subject into an 

effeminised sexual profligate who cannot control his emotions. Indeed, any interpersonal interaction 

becomes problematic when it is charged with shahwah, because it is antithetical to the texts’ 

construction of the idealised masculinity centred on ʿaql and emotional control. Much as Bersani says 

regarding the modern “heterosexual association of anal sex with a self-annihilation originally and 

primarily identified with the phantasmatic mystery of an insatiable, unstoppable female sexuality”, 

liwāṭ becomes a symbol of the undoing of the masculine ideal.238  

 

1.1.3 Siḥāq 

There is some debate concerning the precise English terminology that can translate the lexical cluster 

of terms connected to the root s-ḥ-q (siḥāq, musāḥaqah, saḥq, saḥḥāqah etc.). The triliteral root 

means to pound, bruise or crush something; Myrne suggests that “rubbing” is the best translation of 

the action, following Amer’s reading of medical texts that describe those who engage in siḥāq as 

“those who engage in a pounding or rubbing behaviour or who make love by pounding or rubbing”.239 

Rowson suggested that siḥāq might refer to the action regardless of partner, and, based off the use of 

the term by al-Jurjānī (d.471/1078), he read it as a term that could mean either female masturbation or 

 
237 Mezziane 2008, 305-6. 
238 Bersani 2010, 29 
239 Lane 1863-93, 1328–9; Myrne 2020a, 143–5; Amer 2009, 216.  
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female-female intercourse.240 Myrne nuanced this, noting that it is usually taken for granted that siḥāq 

is female-female sexual contact, an assumption we also find across these compilations.241 Moreover, 

she argues that the women whose words have come down to us “tend to equate their desire for saḥq 

with desiring women”.242 Likewise, Malti-Douglas notes, some pre-modern literary materials “speak 

eloquently to the existence of an actual lesbian character”.243 Both Myrne and Malti-Douglas employ 

a policy of translating action terminology (saḥq/siḥāq)244 as tribadism and identitarian terminology 

(sāḥiqah/saḥḥāqah)245 as lesbian.246 Amer insisted on the use of the term lesbian in order to highlight 

the specificity of medieval lesbian existence as separate from the history of male homosexuality, a 

history which has long dominated historical scholarship on sexuality.247 In broader theoretical 

approaches to lesbian history, Rich has argued that lesbian existence should be understood as a 

continuum in which “woman-identified experiences” are the central node pulling historical women 

together into a loosely defined group: part of the “Great Silence” she describes is the refusal to 

acknowledge and name pre-modern lesbians.248 Such an approach is diametrically opposed to 

Halperin’s cautious use of terminology, his questioning of a line of continuity between pre-modern 

forms of sexual attachment and modern terminology.249 Throughout this thesis, I have chosen to stay 

as close as possible to the Arabic terminology, in order to avoid any potential confusion, although I 

 
240 Rowson 1991a, 68. See also Myrne 2017, 195, n.19 for her commentary on Rowson’s act-based terminology.  
241 Myrne 2020a, 146. 
242 Myrne 2020a, 146. 
243 Malti-Douglas 2001, 125. The historical existence or not of women who engaged in siḥāq is beyond the 

boundaries of this thesis. On the broader presence of siḥāq in Arabic literature, see Myrne 2017 and Myrne 

2020a, 143–66.  
244 These two terms are cognates. I use siḥāq throughout for consistency outside of direct quotations; this is the 

term most often used in my compilations.  
245 The first term is the active participle of sīn-ḥāʾ-qāf and the second the hyperbolic (ṣīghah mubālaghah). 
246 She follows this policy in both Myrne 2020a and 2017. It is worth noting that, unlike the discussion of liwāṭ, 

there is no structural discussion of sexual position in female same-sex sexual intercourse in the compilations, 

outside of a passing reference to sexual position in one anecdote, translated in 4.1.1.  
247 Amer 2009, 215–6; Amer 2008, passim. This was criticised in Epps 2008; he argued that “nomination has 

profound consequences for understanding” and that, as lesbianism is not universal in the modern world, we 

cannot presume it was in the past; Epps 2008, 128–30.  
248 Rich 1980, 640. 
249 With regard to Brooten’s work on Sappho, for instance, Halperin argues that “those historians of sexuality 

who redescribe in modern conceptual terms the culturally specific phenomena they observe in distant historical 

record behave … like tourists in the archives: they misrecognise the sexual features of the period they study as 

exotic versions of the already familiar.” Halperin 2002, 60. 
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would argue that siḥāq ought to be considered as fundamentally part of Rich’s woman-identified 

continuum, following a Sedgwickian “universalising” approach to sexual history.250  

Across the previous sections, it has been taken for granted that there is some connection 

between siḥāq and liwāṭ; however, as noted by El-Rouayheb, siḥāq was never seen as in any sense 

equally reprehensible as liwāṭ by Muslim jurists.251 Bauer takes a more historical approach and argues 

that “what a 'passive' person does with another at most 'passive' person is of only minor interest to the 

'active' person. So long as a woman or a female slave does not reject her husband’s/master’s 

advances, her husband/master was relatively indifferent to what she did with other women”.252 It is 

unclear, however, what historical evidence Bauer can adduce for the supposed historical freedom 

women are alleged to have enjoyed. Of course, it might be noted that the notion that lesbian and gay 

male identities are co-constitutive or form part of the same category (i.e. homosexuality) has always 

been an uneasy by-product of modern sexual discourses that construct homosexuality in opposition to 

heterosexuality, a distinction that constructs a “male-centred” analytical framework centred on the 

gay male, rather than lesbian perspective of sexual identity or experience.253  

Returning to our compilations, al-Nuwayrī groups the two together into one chapter, in which 

he cites two ḥadīths on siḥāq. In the first, we see male-male intercourse and female-female 

intercourse collectively described as one of Muḥammad’s greatest fears. In the second, siḥāq is 

compared to zināʾ, suggesting that al-Nuwayrī conceives of it as a serious sexual sin:254 

 

Jābir ibn ʿAbd Allāh > 

Muḥammad 

 إن أخوف ما أخاف على أمتي عمل قوم لوط

 

 

 

Verily the thing I am most afraid 

of for my community after I am 

dead is the deed of the People of 

Lot 

 

 
250 Kosofsky-Sedgwick 2008, 23 and 44–8. Halperin has integrated many of Sedgwick’s critiques into his more 

recent “reconstituted constructionist approach”; see Halperin 2002 12–4 and 18–21. 
251 El-Rouayheb 2005, 138. 
252 Bauer 1998, 173. 
253 Kosofsky-Sedgwick 2008, 36–9; Rich 1980.  
254 Al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:219–20. 
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وفي لفظ آخر: إن أخوف ما أخاف على أمتي 

بعدي عمل قوم لوط ألا فلتترقب أمتي العذاب  

الرجل بالرجال والنساء بالنساءإذا كان   

In another recension: Indeed, the 

thing I am most afraid of for my 

community after I am dead is the 

deed of the People of Lot. Verily, 

let my community anticipate 

punishment if men are [=lie] with 

men and women with women 

 

Makḥūl > Wāthilah ibn al-Asqaʿ > 

Muḥammad 

 Women’s siḥāq is fornication سحاق النساء زناء بينهن 

between them 

 

For al-Nuwayrī, siḥāq becomes subsumed within a broader discussion of liwāṭ; the same is true for al-

Ājurrī (d.360/970) and al-Dhahabī, both of whom also subsume siḥāq into broader discussions of 

liwāṭ. 255 All three portray it as a serious sin, citing religious texts like those above in which it is 

compared to zināʾ. However, none of these authors cite anywhere near as many prohibitions or 

opinions regarding siḥāq as they do liwāṭ and nor do they show the same overwhelming concern with 

the topic; it is siḥāq that is folded into discussions of liwāṭ, not the other way round.   

 Indeed, as shown by Omar and Kugle, neither the notion that siḥāq was like zināʾ, nor the 

conceptual proximity between liwāṭ and siḥāq constructed through these ḥadīths or in al-Nuwayrī’s 

grouping of the two subjects, were universal in juridical discourses. Some schools of law considered 

penetration to be the central act of sexual intercourse, meaning that some jurists tended not to think of 

siḥāq al-nisāʾ as constituting the same kind of crime as liwāṭ or zināʾ.256 El-Rouayheb suggests they 

were “independent” sexual acts that were not understood as related to each other, and that siḥāq was 

generally seen as less significant a crime than liwāṭ.257 Among the other compilers, there was 

considerable ambivalence towards siḥāq. Unsurprisingly, given they do not talk about liwāṭ or zināʾ 

 
255 Al-Ājurrī 1990, 54–5; Al-Dhahabī notes that it yaltaḥiq bi-liwāṭ (is connected to liwāṭ) 1987, 68–9; This has 

been noted by Ali, who suggests “that they have something important in common” but “the question itself [of 

what categorisation applies to same-sex sexual acts] presupposes the existence of a category that may not be 

relevant.” Ali 2016, 96–8.  
256 Omar 2011, 238–42; Kugle 2010, 162–5. 
257 El-Rouayheb 2005, 137–8.  
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directly, neither al-Ḥalabī nor Mughulṭāy refer to siḥāq at all.258 In Rawḍat, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 

does not discuss siḥāq. Elsewhere, he argues that, because there is no penetration (īlāj), siḥāq 

deserves a taʿzīr punishment and is not as serious a crime as liwāṭ, although it is still a case of zināʾ, 

following the ḥadīth quoted above.259 He argues that the naẓīr (counterpart) of siḥāq is when men 

have sex with other men but do not commit penetration. Both deserve punishment, although not at the 

same level as liwāṭ.260  

The only sustained discussion of siḥāq in the compilations comes in Dīwān al-ṣababah. In his 

twenty-ninth chapter, on the sexual ills of the people of his day, he groups siḥāq together with other 

moral problems concerned with the experience of love; whilst the majority revolve around same-sex 

relationships, the chapter itself has a broader purview than that. More to the point, in contrast to al-

Nuwayrī’s circumscription of his discussion of the issue to religious texts, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah instead 

draws on the poetic and anecdotal tradition; his (4.1.1) moral perspective on siḥāq revolves not so 

much around clear, cut-and-dry licit sexuality, but rather on the assertion of masculine control over 

women’s sexual behaviours, and the moral responsibility on men to engage in heterosexual 

intercourse with women to prevent the proliferation of siḥāq, itself understood as the natural 

outgrowth of women’s shahwah, their inability to control their sexual urges. Given this latter point, it 

is unsurprising that none of the compilers were so concerned to moralise over siḥāq at any great 

length. In general terms across the compilations, siḥāq was understood to be entirely derivative from 

both women’s hypersexuality and a lack of satisfying sexual encounters with husbands and can be 

easily rectified through exposure to heterosexual intercourse.261 As I argued in 1.1.2, the compilers’ 

morality is itself focused on the masculine cultivation of emotional control through ʿaql and the 

extension of that control over women, rather than on women’s cultivation of emotional control itself.  

 
258 Mughulṭāy does, however, include a story of a chaste love triangle in which a woman dies from her love for 

another woman (3.2.2). Mughulṭāy 1997, 248–9.  
259 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 1978, 266–7.  
260 This accords with El-Rouayheb’s suggestion that siḥāq was generally treated differently from liwāṭ in legal 

theory, although it does suggest that Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah understands there to be some relationship 

between male-male and female-female intercourse. More to the point, if the sin is less significant than liwāṭ, it is 

also understood as less threatening in a moral sense and less in need of moral stricture to prevent it.  
261 This accords both with broader medicalized and social conceptions of the cause for siḥāq. Scholars tended to 

assume that siḥāq was caused by sexual preference or by sexual dissatisfaction or by 

anatomical/humoral/congenital variation, this latter being the viewpoint of al-Rāzī. These causes are outlined in 

Myrne 2020a, 158–64. See also Rosenthal 1978.  
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Taking this further, we might also argue that siḥāq is perhaps not depicted as so threatening in 

the morality of the compilations, in part, because of the compilers’ own gendered subjectivities. The 

existence of men who engage in and desire illicit sexual intercourse with other men implicates the 

compilers (and their male readers) directly in that desire as gendered and sexed beings: they could be 

desired by such men and they themselves are subject to this type of desire, always at risk of 

committing liwāṭ or of being the object of a man’s desire to commit liwāṭ.262 As we will see in 1.2 and 

1.4, the compilers’ emphatic insistence on the otherness, impurity and specificity of the “community” 

of people who engage in liwāṭ is motivated, in part, by a desire to differentiate the idealised moral 

subject (and themselves) from the spectre of implication within this transferential conception of erotic 

identity. The personal inflects the construction of the moral or ethical, here; it is not just that the 

compilers receive and bring together sources of knowledge in entirely abstract ways. Sex, emotion 

and the erotic are all experiential and, through experience, become ways of knowing, just as much as 

the textual sources the compilers marshal. It is not exclusively a question of the legality of the act 

itself, as if the act stands outside of transferential perceptions of sexuality and gender, but also how 

authors and readers meaningfully and affectively relate to that act in terms of their own self-

perception as gendered beings. Siḥāq is not only less morally problematic than liwāṭ, but less 

personally relevant.  

 

1.2 Divine Retribution, Community Formation and Sexual Identity 

The discussion so far has focused on acts, adopting the traditional perspective through which the pre-

modern sexual past of the Arab-Islamic world has tended to be viewed. El-Rouayheb has argued that 

there was no singular conception in pre-modern Arabic-Islamic thought that maps back onto 

“homosexuality” as “one overarching phenomenon” but different concepts that derive from various 

configurations within the sex act, such as but not limited to the active/passive distinction.263 Likewise, 

Hamzic has argued against the “ex-post eventum construction and categorisation of sexual and 

 
262 I borrow this terminology and the notion of erotic identity as “transferential” from Kosofsky-Sedgwick 2008, 

81.  
263 El-Rouayheb 2005, 1 and passim, see the conclusion for the summation of his argument, especially 153. 
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gendered subjectivities” as a “neo-Orientalist incitement to discourse”.264 In general terms, the 

traditional perspective emphasises the significance of acts over actors, without connecting acts to the 

phenomenological experience of desire as a way of orienting oneself towards the world.265 However, 

as Ali argues, whilst the discourse concerning liwāṭ does not map back onto homosexuality, as argued 

by El-Rouayheb, and does tend to focus on the sexual act itself, we should not assume that modern 

notions of sexual identity are uniquely modern or that pre-modern thinkers could not connect act to 

disposition, by which she means a preference or exclusivity in attraction towards people of the same 

sex.266 

 El-Rouayheb’s conception of the pre-modern sexual world relies heavily on the historical 

construction of homosexuality as a “superseding”, to use Kosofsky-Sedgwick’s term, discourse, that 

ontologically separates the modern from the pre-modern, that “insist[s] on the conceptual alterity of 

the sexual present from the sexual past". The assumption built into this Halperinian “common sense” 

model of “homosexuality as we know it today” is that same-sex desires and identities are stable and 

unitary in the present; this is a “destructively presumable” conception for Sedgwick.267 The central 

problem with this assumption is that it disfigures the sexual present in the service of exploring the 

sexual past on its own terms, turning sexuality into a discursive rather than experiential way of 

knowing and being, removing all ambiguity from modern practices of sexuality. Bauer’s recent work 

on cultural ambiguity is one such example of a particularly unambiguous reading of Western sexuality 

that ascribes fully to the model of the development (“discovery”) of a binaristic model of “Western” 

sexuality and describes previous relational models as “victims”.268  

However, this fails to consider the fact that there are significant gaps between the hegemony 

of “homosexuality” in present-day, idealised sexual discourses and the perdurance of relations to 

 
264 Hamzic 2016, 86–7.  
265 S. Ahmed 2006, 1–3; see Halperin 2002, 28–32 on the simplification of Foucault’s emphasis on acts over 

actors; Najmabadi 2008, 276. 
266 Ali 2016, 105. On this latter point, there certainly did exist the recognition and imagination of figures who 

had a kind of disposition or preference for people of the same-sex (e.g. Lagrange 2008b, El-Rouayheb 2005, 

20–1). However, the notion that preference or exclusivity in attraction is a necessary component of identity is a 

fallacy derived from a presentist conception of sexual identity, rather than from understanding how acts were 

conceived as meaningful events within a person’s life.  
267 See Kosofsky-Sedgwick 2008, 45 
268 Bauer 2021, 185–9; Bauer 2014, 120–1.  
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sexuality and the erotic that escape the concept of homosexuality or homosexual identity altogether. 

We might think, for example, of the existence within and beyond the gay community of multiple 

approaches to same-sex sexual contact (and identities) that persist today in spite of the hegemonic 

discursive model outlined by Halperin. The “dl” (down-low) men who (non-exclusively) engage in 

sexual intercourse with other men but do not identify as gay would be an obvious example.269 The 

long persistence of “sodomy” as a crime suggests that acts remain important to the construction of 

juridical discourses.270 This is of particular note at the moment, given the recent declaration by 

Clarence Thomas that the United States Supreme Court intends to re-examine the Lawrence vs. Texas 

decision which, essentially, decriminalised sodomy nationwide. As Najmabadi notes, sexual regimes 

are fluid, with cultures based on act-typology categorising people and cultures based on identity-

typology punishing acts.271 Indeed, fixed and unambiguous notions of homosexuality as a stable 

concept tend to belie a white, elite, gay male perspective and occlude the experience of other 

sexualities, tending to construct that concept as external to its experience on an individual level;272 of 

note are the considerable contributions of black studies to the theorisation of sexual identity and 

experience beyond hegemonic models of homosexuality.273 

Within the compilations’ citation of religious materials that depict the Afterlife, however, 

they connect the sexual act with the sexual actor, implicating the life and psychology of those who 

commit liwāṭ. In this second part of the chapter, I focus on how Afterlife narratives can be used to tell 

us about the perception of the people behind the act, about the compilers’ understanding of what 

happens when one commits liwāṭ, how it affects the person’s self-perception, relationship with God 

and place within the cosmos, how religious discourses set about disincentivising the sexual act and 

how they intend to make those who have committed it think about their past actions.274 Turning first 

 
269 See e.g. Snorton 2014. 
270 Kosofsky-Sedgwick 2008, 47 
271 Najmabadi 2008, 276 
272 Kosofsky-Sedgwick 2008, 36–9 
273 See e.g. Macharia 2019; Snorton 2014; Bost 2019. For the intersection between hegemonic and 

homonationalist discourses of sexuality and the modern Middle East, see Massad’s work on the “Gay 

International”, Massad 2007, 160–90; Massad’s work has been problematised in e.g. Ḥaddād 2017 for its 

reading of pre-colonial desires and subjectivities.  
274 Of course, the existence of nouns for people rather than acts does not mean that there are stable categories of 

identity for sexual actors; Najmabadi 2008, 276–7. Indeed, as I argue below, lūṭī is a remarkably unstable 
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to Afterlife narratives, I explore the ways in which the fate handed to lūṭīs in the Afterlife depends on 

an identitarian framework, through which the lūṭī as individual, someone who can be identified in 

sexual terms, emerges. I then consider the compilers’ construction of al-ummah al-lūṭiyyah, 

configured within the compilations as a kind of sexual community. Thereafter, in 1.3, I analyse the 

ways in which the charismatic power of Prophetic discourse is leveraged over those who engage in 

liwāṭ, before considering questions of moral “community” in 1.4.  

 Before commenting further on the Afterlife, it is worth noting that none of the compilers 

discuss the wildān mukhalladūn or the ghilmān of Jannah, both constructed in religious traditions as 

the immortal and youthful servers of those in Heaven; they will not form part of the foregoing 

analysis.275 Often, as Stetkevych has argued, accounts of the wildān mukhalladūn are infused with a 

level of eroticism that reveals and becomes metaphorically associated with an aesthetic (and poetic) 

inclination towards youthful male beauty;276 as El-Rouayheb has shown, one of the common 

conceptions in the Ottoman period, at least, was that the wildān mukhalladūn are a kind of “reward” 

for believers in Paradise, although juridical literature only very rarely conceives of this as sexual in 

nature.277 In these compilations, whilst Afterlife rewards are significant sources of moral incentive, 

these rewards are largely confined to a discourse of martyrdom (shahādah) (3.3) and descriptions of 

the beauty of the ḥūr, the idealised female companions of the Afterlife.278   

 
category. The investigation of historical pre-modern sexual identity/ies as meaningfully understood across 

Arabic discourses lies beyond the scope of this thesis. See Traub 1999, 369; Halperin 2002, 67–8.  
275 See e.g. Qur’an al-Insān/76:19 or al-Wāqiʿah/56:17. In the EI2 article “Liwāṭ”, the author [Pellat] alleges that 

the Qur’an “allows a certain [sexual] ambiguity in passages where the believers are promised that in paradise 

they will be attended by menservants”. This is a perspective that has been nuanced in recent studies, see e.g. 

Rustomji 2017, 297 and passim.  
276 Stetkevych 1997, 223-5. In her formulation, “that which is illicit” on earth becomes “licit” in the Hereafter, 

when man is freed of his obligations (including procreation) 227; see also Lagrange 2015, 51–2 and Rowson 

“Homosexuality, ii. In Islamic Law” (EIR). On the “disappearance” of the ghilmān from the Persian erotic 

imaginary through contact with Europeans, see Najmabadi 2005a, 44–53; Najmabadi 2005b, 61–2 
277 As El-Rouayheb says, the point is that the believer in Jannah will enjoy looking at their beauty, appreciating 

the aesthetic radiance of the wildān, although there were occasional jurists and thinkers who did conceive of the 

wildān in sexual terms, 2005, 134. None of the compilers consider the topic of liwāṭ as sexually permissible in 

Paradise. For an analysis of different perspectives on the question, see El-Rouayheb 2005, 128–36.  
278 On the “strategy” of inspiring good works through the depiction of the ḥūr in Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s 

work and other intellectual traditions, see Jarrar 2017; Lagrange 2008a, 39–44. The most significant recent 

study of the ḥūr is Rustomji 2021. See ch.4 for her analysis of classical theological texts depicting the ḥūr as 

“reward”. As she argues, the ḥūr (and wildān, whom she describes as being in apposition with the ḥūr as male 

companions whose primary purpose is to serve the male believer) are part of the interlinked nature of worldly 

ethics with divine aesthetics: “because the Garden links ethical consequence with aesthetic expectations, the 

servants are far more than laborers. They are beautiful beings who are an essential part of the rewards that make 
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1.2.1 Afterlife Punishment and God’s Knowledge 

Across these compilations’ presentation of liwāṭ, there is a repeated emphasis on God’s panoptical 

knowledge of humanity’s sexual practice. Repeatedly quoting from the Qur’an (al-Nūr/24:30), Ibn 

Qayyim al-Jawziyyah reminds readers that He is khabīrun bi-mā yaṣnaʿūna (fully aware of what they 

do).279 This becomes particularly pronounced in the compilers’ citation of materials on liwāṭ.280 

 

ʿAbd Allāh ibn ʿUmar > 

Muḥammad 

لم يعل فحل فحلا حتى كان قوم لوط فإذا علا 

الفحل الفحل ارتج عرش الرحمن عز وجل  

فاطلعت الملائكة تعظيما لفعلهما فقالوا يا رب  

ألا تأمر الأرض تغور بهما ولا تأمر السماء  

أن تحصبهما فيقول الله تعالى إني حليم لا  

 يفوتني شيء 

No male had ever mounted 

a[nother] male until the People of 

Lot for if man mounts man, the 

throne of God shakes and the 

angels look on in loathing at the 

two men’s action, saying, “O 

Lord, do you not order the earth to 

swallow them both and the sky to 

pelt them with stone?” God said, 

“Nothing escapes me, but I am 

forbearing.”281  

 

In his analysis of liwāṭ, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah rearticulates this ḥadīth as the saying of a scholar 

(qāla baʿḍ al-ʿulamāʾ) that if a man mounts a man (idhā ʿalā al-dhakar al-dhakar) then the angels 

flee and the Earth cries out to God (harabat al-malāʾikah wa-ʿajjat al-arḍ ilā rabbihā), who waits to 

punish the person who commits the sin in the Afterlife.282 This is then quoted by Ibn Abī Ḥajalah.283  

 
up the Garden. They also reflect the future transformation of the believer and the world. In effect, they affirm 

the majesty of God”, 120; see also Myrne 2020a, 83 on the ḥūr as the idealized image of earthly woman.  
279 e.g. Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 92.  
280 Al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:219 
281 Ḥalīm, deriving from ḥilm, refers to God’s gentleness and clemency, as well as moderation and forbearance, 

in particular when it comes to anger; see Pellat, “Ḥilm” (EI2). Most significantly, it indicates that God will not 

rush to punish, but will bide His time. This ḥadīth is discussed in Bellamy 1979, 37; Wafer 1997, 89.   
282 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 302.  
283 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 245.  
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Whilst the compilers cited plentiful sources depicting civil punishment, the majority of their 

discussion of liwāṭ revolves around depictions of the punishment waiting for the lūṭī in the Afterlife, 

including the following graphic example of suffering:284 

 

Abū Salamah > Abū Hurayrah / 

Ibn ʿAbbās > Muḥammad  

خطبنا  -ابن عباس وأبو هريرة  -قالا 

رسول الله صلى الله عليه وسلم فقال في  

خطبته من نكح امرأة في دبرها أو  

غلاما أو رجلا حُشر يوم القيامة أنتن  

من الجيفة يتأذى به الناس حتى يدخله 

الله نارَ جهنم ويحيط الله عمله ولا يقبل  

منه صرفا ولا عدلا ويجعل في تابوت  

سمر عليه بمسامير من حديد من نار وي

من نار فتشتبك تلك المسامير في وجهه  

لمن لم   هريرة وهذاوفي جسده وقال أبو 

 يتب 

The two – Ibn ʿAbbās and Abū 

Hurayrah – said, “The Prophet 

addressed us and said in his 

address, ‘Whoever copulates 

[with] a woman in her anus, or a 

young boy or man will be 

assembled on the Day of 

Judgement, most putrefied of 

body, from which people will 

suffer, until God makes them enter 

the fire of Jahannam (Hell). God 

knows his deed inside and out and 

he [i.e. the penetrator] [shall] 

receive no justice or turning 

away285 from God and he will be 

encased in a box of fire, and nails, 

crafted of iron and fire, will be 

nailed into the box and these nails 

will pierce his face and his body.” 

Abū Hurayrah added that this 

applied to those who did not 

repent. 

 

 
284 Al-Nuwayrī 1929, 223.  
285 Ṣarfan (turning away) means the diversion of attention from or the turning of one’s mind away from 

something. In this context, that would mean that God would overlook the deed.  
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The crime of liwāṭ, here unusually ungendered, is known in its totality by God, who has no mercy and 

will provide no justice or let up from the highly corporealized punishment that revolves around 

physical torture. As Geissinger has suggested, “paradise is constructed as a realm that perpetually 

passes judgment on earthly events” and eschatological narratives depicting Jannah/Jahannam often 

serve to construct “an ‘other world’ that nonetheless remains intimately tied to this world, and 

functions as a space in which theological controversies and questions of social order can be 

negotiated”.286 Much as in the Foucauldian model of panopticism as a disciplinary tool in the context 

of the prison, the ultimate purpose here is “to induce in the inmate a state of conscious and permanent 

visibility that assures the automatic functioning of power”:287 the Afterlife text, which expounds on 

God’s panoptical vision of human sexuality, induces in the believer the permanent feeling of being 

watched, of having their sexual acts reviewed by God, leading them to the (hoped for) decision not to 

commit the act. 

On a side note, Bauer has notably argued that a focus on legal discourses as a source for the 

history of sexuality has led to highly reductionist claims concerning sexual practice, referencing the 

article on bāh (coitus) in the second edition of the Encyclopaedia of Islam.288 The author of this very 

short article uses exclusively juridical information to discuss sex, “as if the author had assumed that 

people ‘in Islam’ even while having sex, are unable to think of anything other than religion and 

religious law!”289 Of course, Bauer has a point. However, it is striking that this total preoccupation 

with religion and religious law even while having sex is exactly the intended result of the compilers’ 

citation of this eschatological material. To return to the discussion of reason earlier, now that the 

reader knows where the sabīl al-ḥarām leads, and knows that God is constantly watching his actions, 

it is intended that he will internalise the fear of God and eschatological fate, remembering both at all 

times so as to avoid the temptation to illicit intercourse.  

In part, the Afterlife became a very significant source of guaranteeing sexual discipline 

because of the comparative “impossibility” of punishing the action through this-worldly juridical 

 
286 Geissinger 2017, 312. 
287 Foucault 1991, 84.  
288 Bousquet “Bāh” (EI2); Bauer 2021, 190–1.  
289 Bauer 2021, 191. 
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systems, even despite the widespread religious demand for the sinner to be killed for the action.290 

Because liwāṭ was mostly treated as a ḥadd crime, conviction required four witnesses or confession, 

which, naturally, was very difficult for jurists to achieve. As Ali, Mezziane and El-Rouayheb note, 

jurists typically sought to prevent the “invasion” of the public space through the revelation of liwāṭ, 

encouraging the ideal of “satr” (overlooking or concealing) for sins, applying what Rosenthal 

describes as the “widespread” “social philosophy” of concealing sin on poor morality or encouraging 

offenders not to confess, but to repent in silence.291 In this world, there is always the radical potential 

to get away with one’s commitment of liwāṭ, then. As Bauer notes, the reality was that there were 

hardly any “practical consequences” to committing liwāṭ on earth.292  

However, these analyses tend to skip over the affective reality and psychological experience 

of conflict and concern that emanates from the cosmological significance of sexual act or of the 

affective reality of living against these legal norms, of interacting with a legal culture which made 

distinct use of Afterlife narratives to structure one’s punishment for sexual crimes. In one’s 

relationship with the divine, God is witness to all human sexual contact, a panoptical observer of 

human behaviour, meaning He knows one’s actions and will wait to punish them in the Afterlife, even 

if in this world, one can act with near impunity. The moral power of the Afterlife ḥadīths rest on the 

panoptical disciplinary power of God to instil fear in the this-worldly human regarding their fate in 

 
290 Unlike Classical Sunni theologians, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah did not conceive of the function of Hellfire as 

a punishment so much as “to therapeutically cleanse from sins, even the sins of unbelief (kufr) and 

associationism (shirk)”, Hoover 2009, 183; for a discussion of the classical vision of Hell in Sunni jurisprudence 

prior to Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, see Pagani 2016, 177–84 and for his discussion of Ibn Qayyim al-

Jawziyyah’s innovations, see 184–7. In particular, Pagani notes that he differs for believers and unbelievers, 

with the latter consigned to Hell for all eternity; it is unclear from his discussion in Rawḍat whether he considers 

liwāṭ to render the Muslim an unbeliever. Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah compares the purifying function of 

punishment in Hell to the ḥudūd penalties in public criminal law, because they “purify and reform” the sinner’s 

soul (although not his body), Pagani 2016, 186. Bauer has suggested that “since the idea of eternal punishment 

did not prevail” in general Sunni theology, “a powerful disciplining instrument was taken away from the 

religious personnel in Islam”. This idea proceeds from the fallacy that 1000 years of punishment is not in itself 

disciplinary; just because it was not everlasting does not make it not disciplinary or mean it has no 

psychological effect on the sexual actor’s perception of the act, a fallacy that is also visible in Bauer’s 

referencing of criminal but not Afterlife punishments in his discussion of the discursive limitations of legal 

norms in Bauer 2014, 120 
291 Rosenthal 1979, 22; El-Rouayheb 2005, 123; Mezziane 2008, 295. This has been described as “the will not 

to know” about private sexual comportment in Murray and Roscoe 1997, 14. 
292 Bauer 2014, 120. Ze’evi has charted the Ottoman approach to the question of sexual transgression in his 

chapter on the difference between şerīʿat and ḳānūn, religious and civil law respectively, see 2006, 52–64; he 

notes that the ḳānūn, whilst seemingly more permissive, in that it prescribed lesser punishments (e.g. fines) for 

sexual transgression, was actually able to punish sexual transgressions much more easily because it did not have 

the same near-impossible evidentiary standards as şerīʿat, ibid 65. See also Pierce 2003, 353–4.  
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the Afterlife. Indeed, in many ways, the earthly “social philosophy” of concealing sin relies upon the 

Afterlife as the central locus of punishment, and defers punishment to God, which seems axiomatic 

given that liwāṭ was one of His “rights” (ḥuqūq). The compilers’ citation of these religious 

imaginations of inevitable Afterlife punishment is then intended to construct moral and internal 

conflict in those who have engaged in liwāṭ and to put those who have not off from doing it.  

One of the crucial strategies through which God’s omniscience of sexual acts was constructed 

was a discourse of ritual purity. After committing any sexual act, an individual becomes ritually 

impure.293 When that sexual act is licit, the individual can perform ghusl and return to a state of ritual 

purity.294 When that sexual act is liwāṭ, however, the individual is seemingly marked permanently:295  

 

Khālid ibn Ismaʿīl ibn Kathīr > 

Mujāhid 

لو أن الذي يعمل ذلك العمل يعني عمل قوم 

لوط اغتسل بكل قطرة في السماؤ وكل قطرة 

 في الأرض لم يزل نجسا 296

Even if someone who does that – 

by which I mean the deed of the 

People of Lot – were to wash with 

every particle of the sky and the 

earth, he would remain [ritually] 

impure 

ʿAbbād ibn al-Walīd al-ʿAnbarī > 

Ibrāhīm ibn Shamās > al-Fuḍayl 

ibn ʿIyāḍ  

لو أن لوطيا اغتسل بكل قطرة من السماء لقى 

  الله تعالى غير طاهر

Even if a lūṭī were to wash 

himself with every inch of the 

sky, he would still meet God 

ritually impure 

 

 
293 On the this-wordly ritual impurity derived from liwāṭ, see Maghen 2005, 265–9. 
294 Katz 2002, 86–96.  
295 Al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:223–5. 
296 This terminology is significant: janābah is caused by (any) sexual intercourse and “requires washing of the 

entire body” but is not contagious (i.e. “one can enter these states of impurity only by having the relevant bodily 

functions oneself”) and can be cleaned, but najāsah refers to beings who are “inherently impure” and usually 

occasioned by contact with an impure substance (e.g. alcohol) Katz 2002, 2. That the ḥadīth uses najāsah to 

describe liwāṭ is significant for considerations of how being-a-lūṭī is conceived through the acquisition of a 

seemingly inherent ritual impurity; however, as Katz notes, there was also a certain slippage between janābah 

and najāsah across discourses, Katz 2002, 150-1. Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah further discusses the najāsah that 

derives from shirk, liwāṭ and zināʾ 1996, 123–9.  
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No matter how hard the man tries, using the entirety of the sky (or, in other recensions, the sea), he 

will still meet God ritually impure. The effects of his action are seemingly permanent and mark the 

individual off from those who do not commit liwāṭ (or other sexual sins like zināʾ). He will still be 

known, perceived and identified by God through this ritual impurity, through his inability to scrub 

away his sin.297 This ritual impurity then marks the body of the lūṭī as other to the ritually pure 

believer, constructing a binarized division between people surrounding the practice of sexual acts, a 

division which cannot be hidden from God who will meet the lūṭī in his ritual impurity.  

In the divine-human interaction, there is a further question of identification at play here that 

has significant ramifications for how the man who commits liwāṭ understands himself; this individual 

becomes a lūṭī in the semantic logic of the compilations and the religious material cited above, which 

interchangeably uses the terminology of lūṭī and man ʿamila ʿamal qawm Lūṭ.298 Through God’s 

panoptical role within the sexual act, intimately known by both participants and God, God becomes 

an active agent in the individual’s self-perception and identification, both by God and by himself. In a 

sense, there is a level of identity imposition: it is God who sees the act and perceives the man as a lūṭī, 

as having acquired the stain of ritual impurity that he cannot remove. We can read this in reverse, 

however. In choosing to commit the action, in taking the path of the illicit, the reader, someone who 

knows the consequences of this action in God’s perception of them, knows that God will identify him 

as a lūṭī. Identity construction and the dynamics of sexual identity operate here on many levels: in 

knowing that God will identify him as a lūṭī, the man, in a sense, chooses to take on that label, 

chooses to be perceived by God in this way, hence the conception of liwāṭ as disobedience, as a willed 

moment of disidentification from religious norms. Identity is both imposed and constructed through 

the self’s relationship with the divine, originating within the self’s knowledge that this Afterlife 

identification will happen. The process of inevitable identification itself then becomes a disciplinary 

tool: knowing that one will be perceived a certain way for committing the sexual act, why would one 

commit it? This line of thinking, of course, leads directly to Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s controlled 

 
297 This does not mean that identity implies the repeated or the exclusive act of liwāṭ. Rather, it means that God 

identifies the individual through the ritual impurity acquired through the individual act, not the gendered object 

of the individual’s desire.  
298 On the history of this term, see Kugle 2010, 50–1.  
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and rationalist approach to emotion, in which the individual always holds firm to their ʿaql rather than 

allowing themselves to be carried along by their shahwah down this path of the illicit.  

However, despite the seeming permanence of the najāsah derived from the sexual act, the 

religious corpus also proffers tawbah (repentance) as the method through which the individual might 

absolve himself of that identification:299  

Ibrāhīm ibn ʿAlqamah > ʿAbd 

Allāh > Muḥammad  

اغتسلا بماء البحر لم اللوطيان لو 

 يجزهما إلا أن يتوبا

If two Lūṭīs were to wash with the 

water of the sea[s] they would not 

become [ritually] clean unless 

they repented. 

 

It is perhaps no wonder that punishment is always quickly followed up by a call for repentance, 

leveraging the fear and worry that derives from the inevitable Afterlife punishment as a way of 

atoning for sin and controlling behaviour by preventing repeat offences. More to the point, being-a-

lūṭī is not a permanent identification nor is it one that derives from the self’s experience of desire, but 

is a form of identity constructed around the sex act.300 Through work, through the active repudiation 

of the sexual sin and the promise not to engage in it again, the self can expect to shake off the ritual 

impurity he has been tarred with and avoid the punishment awaiting him. However, tawbah also 

constructs a trap of self-identification. Repentance requires recognition: in order to repent for the sin 

of liwāṭ, the person must recognise themselves as being someone who (i) has committed that sin and 

(ii) needs to repent for it. Sexual identity is partly something bestowed upon the lūṭī by God because 

of his action but is also necessarily an internally-driven identity which can be acknowledged and 

repented from in conversation with God, meaning that, on some level at least, the lūṭī must perceive 

himself as a lūṭī through acknowledging the link between sexual-act and sexual-perception (God’s 

identification of him) and then striving for forgiveness. The lūṭī must identify himself in order to 

absolve himself.  

 
299 Al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:224.  
300 The notion of sexual identity being constructed through God’s knowledge of sexual acts is not dissimilar 

from forms of sexual identity construction in relation to God that persist today among the ex-gay community; 

see Barton 2012.  
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1.2.2 Towards a Lūṭī Community 

Lūṭī-identification is not merely a private matter between the individual and God. Rather, one of the 

central threats elaborated through the religious corpus is exposure in the Afterlife:301  

 

Abū al-Ṣaḥbāʾ > Saʿīd ibn Jubayr 

> ʿAbd Allāh ibn ʿAbbās (> Ibn 

ʿAbbās?) 

من خرج من الدنيا على حال 

خرج من قبره على تلك الحال حتى إن 

اللوطي يخرج يعلق ذكره على دبر صاحبه 

 مفتضحين على رءوس الخلائق يوم القيامة 

Whoever leaves the earth in a 

certain state, will arise from the 

grave [in the Afterlife] in that 

state, to such a point that the lūṭī 

will leave the grave with his penis 

attached to the anus of his mate, 

both of them exposed for all of 

creation to see on the Day of 

Judgement 

 

Here the fate handed out to lūṭīs is that they will finally, and forever, be exposed to the whole of 

creation for their sin. Their sexual identification as a lūṭī, which stems from the act is literally 

revealed on their bodies when they are risen from the grave and gathered together on the Day of 

Judgement.302 Suddenly, the knowledge, previously held between the two people who committed the 

sexual act and God, is revealed before the world, meaning that they can be identified by it: the clear 

threat implied in this statement is in the revelation of their secret. The language here only adds to the 

gravity of the forcible revelation of the secret: iftaḍaḥa, meaning to be revealed, comes from the root 

f-ḍ-ḥ which is centred around scandal, reputation and the exposure of damaging secrets (e.g. faḍīḥah) 

and highlights the palpable fear that the sexual act would be exposed to everyone that knows them, to 

all of creation.  

 
301 Al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:225 
302 This ḥadīth, and the below notion that lūṭīs will be gathered together as a community, is linked to the 

conception of the Afterlife elaborated in another ḥadīth, in which Muḥammad noted that man will be gathered 

together in the Afterlife with those he loves (al-murʾ maʿa man aḥabba), which is cited by Ibn Qayyim al-

Jawziyyah in his discussion of treating ʿishq in a licit fashion, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 1986, 298.  



 79 

More than just suffering exposure to the whole of creation, the fourteenth-century lūṭī is also 

understood to affiliate themselves to the Qur’anic community of the People of Lot, or rather to choose 

to follow their example. Indeed, across the compilations, the compilers describe people who commit 

the deed of the people of Lot variously as a qawm or ummah that, at one and the same time, refers 

both to the Qur’anic community of Lot’s people and those in the present day who commit the deed. 

As Ibn Abī Ḥajalah writes, paraphrasing and expanding from Rawḍat:303  

 

قصة العشاق أئمة الفساق ناكحي الذكران وتاركي النسوان وكيف أخذهم وهم في خوضهم يلعبون وقطع دابرهم وهم في سكرة  

عشقهم يعمهون وكيف جمع عليهم من العقوبات ما لم يجمعه على أمة من الأمم أجمعين وجعل سلفا لإخوانهم اللوطية من المتقدمين 

 فهذه عاقبة اللوطية عشاق الصور وهم السلف وإخوانهم بعدهم على الأثر  والمتأخرين ...

 

The story of the passionate lovers, the leaders in corruption, copulating with men and leaving 

women, and how He [God] took them when they were absorbed in their play, and eradicated them304 

when they were wandering blindly in the drunkenness of their love,305 and how He loaded 

punishments onto them at a scale He had never done before to any community at all,306 and He made 

them ancestors307 for their lūṭī brothers among the ancients and the moderns … this is the 

punishment of the lūṭīs, lovers of images,308 and they are the ancestors and their brothers follow on.   

 

Here, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah very clearly delineates a link between those who practice liwāṭ in his present 

day and the people of Lot’s community, borrowing a familial and genealogical language 

 
303 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 245. He specifically cites Rawḍat al-muḥibbīn as his source here; the section he is 

drawing from is Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 168–170.  
304 This is a pun. Qaṭaʿa dābir al-shayʾ means to eradicate, but the root dāl-bāʾ-rāʾ is also used for al-dubur, the 

anus.  
305 This is partial iqtibās of Qur’an al-Ḥijr/15:72; see 2.2.2 for a discussion of the reuse of this particular 

Qur’anic quotation in Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s depiction of Sufi gazing upon youths only a few textual units later in 

the same chapter.  
306 This sentiment is found in the ḥadīth in which ʿAlī calls for lūṭīs to be burnt, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 

295.  
307 I translate salaf as ancestors but note that Ibn Abī Ḥajalah also draws on the notion of the salaf as the 

exemplary generation of Muslims, conveying that the lūṭīs of the People of Lot form an example to those who 

come after.  
308 See 2.2.2.  
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(salaf/ikhwān) to configure that relationship as one of intimate connection.309 He follows this on with 

a poem (ṭawīl), in which he dramatizes the confrontation between the contemporary lūṭī and the 

People of Lot.310 In the first line, he notes that [wa-]in lam yakūnū qawma lūṭin bi-ʿaynihim / fa-mā 

qawmu lūtin minhumu bi-baʿīd (if they are not exactly the People of Lot / Nevertheless they are not 

far off). As for the People of Lot, he says, innahumu fī al-khasfi yantaẓirūnahum (they are waiting for 

them in their ignominy). Meeting their descendants without greeting them, the People of Lot ask a-

lam yattaʿidkum rabbukum bi-waʿīd (did your God not provide you with manifest promises)?311 The 

contemporary lūṭīs respond that balā lakinnakumu qad sanantum / ṣirāṭan lana fī al-ʿishqi ghayr 

ḥamīd (yes, but you paved a way for us in love that was not commendable). Here, the contemporary 

lūṭī admits to following the path set out for them by their forebears, suggesting an awareness of the 

active choice to follow that path; more specifically, the terminology (sanantum) clearly borrows from 

the lexical conception of Muḥammad’s life as a sunnah, suggesting that the Qur’anic People of Lot 

were seen as exemplary by the contemporary lūṭī who chose to follow their path rather than that laid 

out by the Prophet in his religious condemnations of liwāṭ, a further example of the framing of liwāṭ 

as a direct antinomian rejection of religious law.  

Throughout the poem, the communities squabble over who is most deserving of punishment, 

whether it is those who paved the way or those who followed; this mirrors Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s 

rigid stance of condemnation and horror at people in his present day who choose to follow this path, 

knowing what God did to the People of Lot. The sin is so deserving of punishment, because the 

person committing it has received the manifest warnings from God and is then actively choosing to 

elevate pleasure over their obedience to God, actively choosing to disobey a divine command. 

Throughout, the real locus of the compilers’ moral ire, in line with the compilations’ focus on the 

cultivation of ʿaql, is focalized around the notion that the contemporary lūṭī has made a sexual choice, 

fully aware of the consequences. Indeed, the People of Lot repeatedly return to the question of the 

 
309 A similar poem on the same theme can also be found in Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 1978, 262; here, Ibn 

Qayyim al-Jawziyyah describes the relationship as between “hādhihi al-ummah” (this community, the People of 

Lot) and “ikhwānihim fī al-ʿamal” (their brothers in the act).  
310 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 245.  
311 Lit. Did your God not make promises with promises? 
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knowledge that came with Muḥammad: “antum rusulukum andharatkum / bi-mā qad laqīnā” (your 

prophets warned you about what befell us), to remind the contemporary lūṭī they have no excuse for 

their disobedience. In the end, however, the People of Lot decry the pointlessness of this squabble: 

“fa-kullunā / nadhūqu ʿadhāba al-hūni dhawqa mazīd / kamā kullunā qad dhāqa ladhdhata waṣlihim / 

wa-majmaʿunā fī al-nāri ghayr baʿīd” (we all / will taste greatly the pain of disgrace / as we tasted the 

pleasure of copulating with them [men]312 / our assembly in the Hellfire is not far off). Whatever 

differences of knowledge existed between the groups, their punishment will be the same and 

experienced together, as we can see from the fact that the Qur’anic People of Lot are found waiting 

(yantaẓirūnahum) for their genealogical descendants, so that they can be punished collectively by 

God, who perceives them as one community in punishment.  

This notion that the contemporary lūṭī and their Qur’anic forebears will be gathered together 

in the Afterlife is mirrored by a number of ḥadīths quoted by al-Nuwayrī:313 

 

Anas ibn Mālik > Muḥammad   من مات من أمتي يعمل عمل قوم

 لوط نقله الله إليهم حتى يحشر معهم 

Whoever from my community 

dies undertaking the deed of the 

People of Lot, God will move him 

to where they [the People of Lot] 

are [i.e., where they are placed in 

the cosmic order after the Day of 

Judgement], and he will be 

gathered up together with them 

Talḥah ibn Zayd > Burd ibn Sinān 

> Abū al-Munayyib > ʿAbd Allāh 

ibn ʿUmar > ʿUmar  

يحُشر اللوطيون يوم القيامة في 

 صورة القردة والخنازير

On the Day of Judgement, the 

Lūṭīs will be gathered together in 

the form of monkeys and pigs 

 

 
312 It is significant that the sin is sexualized, suggesting that the lūṭī was engaged in the consumption of sexual 

pleasure at the expense of the Hereafter.  
313 The first ḥadīth can be found in al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:209 and the second, 2:210 
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In the Afterlife, the act of liwāṭ has a significant effect on one’s position and appearance. In the first 

ḥadīth, much as Ibn Abī Ḥajalah did above, Muḥammad constructs a direct link between the two 

groups, the contemporary and the Qur’anic lūṭīs. Whatever affiliation a person might have had on 

earth, however he might have grouped himself with those around him, he will be physically moved in 

the Hereafter to be adjoined to the lūṭīs. Doing liwāṭ overrides whatever other identitarian 

commitments one might have. At this point, they will be gathered up together and suffer their 

communal punishment, separated from the rest of humanity. There is an almost tribal logic: the 

individual undergoes an initiation (liwāṭ) and then becomes seen with his new collective, described as 

a qawm, in the Afterlife, where he suffers for his action.  

In the second ḥadīth, the use of monkeys and pigs is startling and also produces a type of 

communitarian identity based around sexual practice; axiomatically, the notion that the lūṭī will be 

transmutated into an animal at the Day of Judgment necessitates God’s identification of him and 

exposure of him to creation, as we have seen. The motif of taking the form of monkeys and pigs stems 

from several verses of the Qur’an, such as al-Māʾidah/5:60 or al-Baqarah/2:65. These verses have 

most conventionally been interpreted as referring to Christians and Jews.314 Just as in the first ḥadīth, 

this ḥadīth shows that lūṭīs are understood as a sexual community collectively gathered together and 

punished with this base transformation. Moreover, God also uses a punishment more ordinarily 

reserved for different groups whose collective identity vis-à-vis Muslims is understood to predicate on 

a communitarian difference. In becoming monkeys and pigs and in being gathered together in one 

group in the Afterlife, the lūṭīs are spatially and physically constructed as an othered community that 

is created around the shared practice of a sexual act that is hated by God.  

Whilst these texts imply that, for God and for the compilers, the contemporary lūṭī becomes 

affiliated to the community of Lot through his sexual acts, and is perceived by them to be “brothers” 

(ikhwān) of this community, this does not necessarily mean that people who engaged in the act would 

have conceived of themselves in like terms. In Nihāyat, there is an unusually framed anecdote, found 

 
314 E.g. al-Ṭabarī 1999, 4:630-6; see F.Viré “Ḳird” EI2.  
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in the middle of the chapter about the punishment handed to lūṭīs in the Afterlife, which suggests that 

liwāṭ and lūṭī might both have functioned, in some way, as autoidentificatory markers:315 

 

قلت وقد بلغني من كثير من الناس أن رجلين مشيا على جانب البركة المعروفة ببركة قوم لوط وهي في غور الكرك  

مدائن التي خُسف  على جانبها ضياع منها الصافية واللاخية وسويمة وغيرها وتعرف هذه البركة أيضا بالمنتنة ويقال إنها إحدى ال

ن من جملة ما قالاه أو قاله أحدهما للآخر فلم ينكره هذه بركة أصحابنا فطلعت موجة  بها من مدائن قوم لوط فجعل يتباسطان فكا

لتقتهما في البركة فكان آخر العهد بهما وهذه الحكاية يتداولها أهل تلك البلاد لا ينكرها سامع منهم على قائل ولا اختطفتهما معا وا

بالله وعصاه وكذّب رسوله أن يعاقبه الله بما عاقبهم به ويلحقه بهم وفي  يُبعد أن يعاقب من تجاهر بمعاصي الله وانتسب لمن كفر 

 بعض هذا عبرة لمن اعتبر 

 

I [al-Nuwayrī] said: I have been told by a lot of people that two men were walking by the side of 

the small lake known as Lot’s Tribe’s Lake, located in the plains below Kerak next to some 

villages, namely al-Ṣāfiyyah, al-Lākhiyyah and Sweimeh among others.316 This small lake is also 

known as al-Muntinah (the Rotten Lake) and it is said that it is the site of one of the towns of the 

Tribe of Lot that was destroyed. The two men started chatting socially as friends do and the sum 

of what the two of them said, or what one of them said to another without the other denying it 

was, “This is the lake of our companions.” At this point, a wave arose from the lake, and it 

swallowed the two of them up together and threw them in the lake and this was the last anyone 

heard of them. This story is one that gets circulated among the people of the area and no-one who 

listens to it tells the teller of the tale they’re wrong. It is not unlikely that, after someone confesses 

to disobeying God and identifies317 himself with those who were unbelievers in God and who 

disobeyed him and denied his Messenger, God punishes this person with what he punished them 

[Lot’s Tribe] and does to him what he did to them. There is a lesson in this for those who consider 

it.  

 

 
315 Al-Nuwayrī, 2:2224.  
316 The Dead Sea can still be referred to as Baḥr Lūṭ, e.g. Hartmann “Baḥr Lūṭ” (EI2). I have used the modern 

place name for Sweimeh, which lies at the top of the Dead Sea in Balqa Governorate, Jordan. Yāqūt does not 

give a satisfactory location for either of the other towns; see Yāqūt 1955, 2:389.  
317 This is a loose translation of intasaba, which more traditionally would be translated as “to derive one’s origin 

from” or “to be related to”. I discuss this terminology below.  
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This anecdote, which follows the motif of punishment following contact with things associated with 

the People of Lot,318 is extraordinary and, to the best of my knowledge, not found in sources before al-

Nuwayrī. The anecdote concerns moral choice; as we will see in 4.1, where we see anecdotes 

depicting the sexual lives of women who engage in siḥāq, the question of moral choice is mostly 

restricted to male sexual actors, with women almost entirely (although there are some notable 

exceptions)319 predictably and misogynistically cast, as per the conception of their greater share of 

shahwah which they find entirely uncontrollable (1.1.2), as subject to their sexual urges rather than 

capable of mastering them and applying moral choice.  

Having made their choice, having claimed to follow the example of the People of Lot, the 

men immediately become subject to divine punishment. The moral of this story, for those who read 

the compilation, becomes very clear. If one chooses to take the path of the People of Lot, if one 

chooses to engage in sinful behaviour and brag about one’s identification with this hated community, 

“it is not unlikely” that one will be punished with a divine punishment, in spite of the ḥadīth 

referenced above in which God (forebodingly) describes Himself as ḥalīm and in spite of the usual 

confinement of divine punishments to the Afterlife. For the reader in the fourteenth century, not only 

is there eschatological punishment to consider, but also earthly divine punishment: it happened to 

these men that al-Nuwayrī heard about, after all. This story serves a further disciplinary function, 

bringing religious punishment into the contemporary (post-scriptural) world as a potential 

consequence of engaging in sin and choosing to identify with the People of Lot.  

 To return to the question of identity, the characters in the anecdote also conceive of their 

relationship to lūṭīs in affective and familial terms. The lake, conceived spatially as that of “qawm 

Lūṭ”, becomes framed as that of “our companions” (aṣḥābinā) with the striking deployment of the 

possessive pronoun -nā signalling the men’s active assumption of shared identity; the men in the 

anecdote conceive of their relationship to Lot’s tribe as one of sharing a commonality, like a lineage 

of liwāṭ in which they (supposedly) see themselvesAl-Nuwayrī conceives of that relationship as 

 
318 There are two further examples on al-Nuwayrī 1924, 222; see also e.g. al-Sarrāj 2017, 58  
319 The notion that some women can control their shahwah and make moral choices or train their ʿiffah is rooted 

in an exceptionalising misogyny that uses specific examples of very exceptional women to make points about 

the general moral, intellectual and sexual malaise of most women.  
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genealogical, using the term “intasaba” to frame the way the men spoke about their relationship to 

Lot’s tribe; from the root n-s-b, meaning to be related to or descended from someone or a group of 

people, this term conveys the relationship constructed between the contemporary lūṭī and the tribe of 

Lot as one of descent, much as Ibn Abī Ḥajalah had called the tribe a “salaf” for its “ikhwān” among 

people of his day. This anecdote portrays characters assuming the kind of genealogical sexual 

identity, one predicated on assuming a lineage back to the Qur’anic community, as imagined in the 

ḥadīth corpus. 

Could this tell us how people really thought? Could the term have conveyed a socialised and 

communitarian understanding of that identity, which might have been used, in the compilers’ present 

day, to bind those who engaged in liwāṭ together? Could there have been a kind of underground 

community of people who considered themselves to affiliate to the People of Lot? The narratological 

construction of the anecdote reminds us that this is merely conjecture. The narrative has no real 

context, no chain of transmission, no fixed historical setting; it is legend, and presented as legend.320 

These are not the words of contemporary lūṭīs; rather, these words relay the assumptions of figures 

like al-Nuwayrī about how lūṭīs would perceive themselves.   

 What we see across the compilations’ citation of religious sources, which focus on the 

connection of the sexual act to the actor’s broader cosmological relationship to God and the 

genealogical link constructed between the people of Lot in the Qur’an and the people among their 

present day who commit the act of liwāṭ, is that the compilers conceive of that act as constitutive of a 

person, the lūṭī. This person is understood along two basic axes: genealogical identification with the 

Qur’anic community and active disobedience to divine commands. All of the lūṭīs depicted by al-

Nuwayrī and Ibn Abī Ḥajalah are understood to have known the example they were following and to 

do so anyway, regardless of the horrific consequences that await them in the Afterlife. In constructing 

their morality, the compilers articulate the consequences of liwāṭ not only in terms of crime and 

punishment. Rather, the consequences of the act are personal: the reader is invited to understand that 

 
320 This is unusual for al-Nuwayrī who sources almost all of the materials in his compilation with an isnād. The 

anecdote gains epistemological certainty for him because he has been told the legend by a lot of people, 

providing it with a kind of folk truth.   
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the choice to engage in liwāṭ, through which they will become a lūṭī, has real effects on their 

individual identity within the cosmos, on the way they relate to God and on their eschatological fate. 

The reader is invited to reconsider taking this sabīl.  

 

1.3 Questions of Authenticity 

Whilst the compilers cite all of this material without qualification, modern scholarship has questioned 

its historical authenticity.321  Kugle argues that the ḥadīth “reflect the Muslim community’s prejudice 

even if they do not convey an authentic teaching of the Prophet” and that many of the ḥadīths, 

particularly the over-emphasised punishment narratives about pig-flesh and Hellfire, are almost 

certainly distortions of preachers’ and moralists’ words which are reformulated as ḥadīth.322 In 

unpicking the historical narrative of transmission, Kugle argues that the majority of ḥadīth texts can 

be traced to particular individuals. Some of them may have had ideological reasons to fabricate 

ḥadīths on sexual mores, whilst others may simply be unreliable.323 Ḥadīth forgery, or the 

transmission of entirely unreliable ḥadīth texts, was, of course, a “blatant problem” that pervades the 

study of the entire genre. It is for this reason that we see the development, both within the tradition 

and in modern scholarship, of methods to help distinguish where and/or why ḥadīth texts might have 

been fabricated.324  

 In terms of the influence of the ideological position of the individual narrator, there are 

several ḥadīths cited by the compilers, which contain the isnād Muḥammad > Ibn ʿAbbās > ʿIkrimah 

(d.105/723-4). Kugle lingers at some length on ʿIkrimah as a transmitter, noting that he became 

involved with a moderate Khārijī community, who “devoted their energy to debating morality and 

sexual impropriety more than to fighting”.325 Kugle suggests that ʿIkrimah’s ideological positions 

concerning sexual morality make him an unreliable transmitter. Whilst this analysis is of great 

 
321 Kugle 2010, ch.3; Jussawalla 2018, 241–2; Wafer 1997, 89–90.  
322 Kugle 2010, 83-7. See also Jussawalla 2018, 229–40, 251–5.  
323 Kugle 2010, 101-9.  
324 Brown 2009b, 71; see ibid, 67–122, in particular 69–77 for an overview of the “problem” of ḥadīth forgery. 

As Brown notes, forgery was not necessarily malicious in nature, although, as Kugle suggests and as I argue 

here, sometimes ḥadīth texts were forged in order to make specific points about specific actions or communities.  
325 Ibid 2010, 108; see Schacht “ʿIkrima” (EI2). In Khārijī thought, which presumed that committing grave sins 

meant that one renounced Islam, committing liwāṭ is an instance of apostasy; see Levi Della Vida, “Khāridjites” 

(EI2) 
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importance to the modern practice of Islam,326 it is questionable as a method to study the citation of 

the various ḥadīths concerning liwāṭ in the compilations of this corpus. Did Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 

or al-Nuwayrī think that, because of his Khārijī leanings, ʿIkrimah’s being present in the chain of 

transmission on many of the ḥadīths concerning liwāṭ might tell them more about ʿIkrimah’s own 

personal opinions as regards liwāṭ rather than that of the Prophet, as Kugle suggests? This is unlikely; 

ʿIkrimah was a controversial ḥadīth transmitter, but he was not uniformly rejected from the tradition 

and the compilers unquestioningly cite the ḥadīths in which he is a transmitter, ascribing authorship to 

the Prophet.327  

Kugle’s suggestion that many ḥadīths derive from ʿIkrimah and his Khārijī ideas leads him 

onto an attempt to locate the emergence of ḥadīths concerning liwāṭ in a specific historical moment 

because of specific social or cultural conditions.328 Kugle cautiously embraces a Schachtian 

chronology, and argues, following the interventions of Mernissi and Ahmed, that the social conditions 

of the Umayyad and ʿAbbāsid empires “set the conditions for debates on homosexuality as reflected 

in the ḥadīth” and “many factors shaped this debate, including the use of slaves for companionship as 

well as work, the rise of a courtesan culture, the assimilation of Hellenic ideals into Arab and Islamic 

culture and the increasing seclusion of wives”, as this was the era in which the (legal and theological) 

tradition was “formulated”.329 In many ways, this is a very tempting chronology: as Rowson has 

shown, the early-ʿAbbāsid era was certainly witness to the widescale adoption of homoerotic 

sentiment as an emotional and courtly language that structured interpersonal relations.330 It was in this 

 
326 His conclusions and methodology have been subject to criticism, both as regards his selective reading of the 

juridical tradition and the “progressive”, to quote Brown, nature of his criticisms; see Vaid 2017 and Brown 

2017. It is not my place, nor is it the subject of this thesis, to wade into this debate. 
327 Brown 2017, 8; see, e.g., al-Mizzī 1980-92, 20:264-292 for the opinions of various later authorities on 

ʿIkrimah, mostly negative but there were some exceptions.   
328 Thomann has similarly attempted to map the authenticity of ḥadīths regarding cross-dressing. He argues that, 

although it is hard to gain accurate context, the ḥadīths on this issue almost certainly derive from eighth-century 

Baghdad in response to the emergence of the trend for ghulāmiyyāt, women who dressed as men as part of the 

“institutionalised” transvestism of the early ʿAbbāsid court; Thomann 2020, 52–4; Rowson 2003a.  
329 Kugle 2010, 90; this approach follows that of Schmitt 2004, 64–7; Mernissi 1991; L. Ahmed 1992. 
330 Rowson notes that the early ʿAbbāsid period witnessed the “emergence of male-male erotic relationships 

among the elite as a publicly recognised (if not always accepted) phenomenon, and, in particular, those between 

elite males and their own (or others’) male slaves” and suggests that the “’popularisation’ of male 

homosexuality” preceded the fashion for slave boys as erotic objects of desire by several decades, locating this 

latter phenomenon to the decade after Abū Nuwās’s death; Rowson 2008b, 196. For a discussion of the 

emergence and development of the homoerotic in literature, see Lagrange 2008a, 192–8. The emergence of the 
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milieu, moreover, that homoeroticism became a hugely productive cultural phenomenon, in the sense 

of the proliferation of poetry that depicted the idealised beloved as a male youth, often remarkable for 

the emergence of the beard;331 as El-Rouayheb comments for a later period, and as must also stand 

true in the ʿAbbāsid context, the wealth of homoerotic poetry presumably reveals “an intimate 

connection” between the content and style and the “values and assumptions”, not to mention the tastes 

or even practices, of the broader social world in which that poetry circulated widely.332  

For Kugle, this cultural and social shift is the significant backdrop to the emergence of 

ḥadīths that linked the terminology of ʿamal qawm lūṭ with male-male intercourse, placing that 

association much later than the Prophet’s lifetime, underpinned by his controversial liberationist re-

reading of the Qur’an.333 However, Brown, following Motzki, has shown that “even during the 

lifetime of the longest living Companions”, this association between the act of the People of Lot and 

male-male anal intercourse was prevalent, and that the ḥadīths proscribing liwāṭ were in circulation in 

the late 600s and early 700s, undermining the idea that they (and the conception of liwāṭ they encode) 

all spring out of a response to historically visible social changes.334 To nuance Brown’s argument 

somewhat, we might suggest that the proliferation of many different variants that appear to diverge 

around this time, as suggested by Kugle, might point to an increase in attention on the topic in ḥadīths 

motivated by undeniable changing social relations and the emergence of homoerotic aesthetic desire 

as a widespread and productive cultural phenomenon in non-religious educated discourse.  

When they are cited in these moralistic discourses, however, arguing about historical 

authenticity might be barking up the wrong tree; as argued by Hallaq and Brown, it might be to 

misread the entire epistemological foundation of ḥadīth sciences to assume that absolute historical 

certainty was central to the use and proliferation of the ḥadīth corpus.335 Indeed, al-Nuwayrī cites two 

ḥadīths which Ibn al-Jawzī, the person on whose authority he transmits them, had elsewhere rejected 

 
youthful male as the idealized beloved in ʿAbbāsid love lyric went on to have great significance for the 

development of Persian (and Arabic) poetry; Brookshaw 2019, 117.  
331 Bauer 2021, 196–7; Brookshaw 2019, 117.  
332 El-Rouayheb 2005, 77.  
333 See 1.1.1 
334 Brown 2017, 12–3. 
335 Hallaq 1999; Brown 2009a, 261; as Brown argues, authenticity “was not the epistemological currency in 

which daily claims to truth or certainty about historical events were conducted,” 285. See also Muhanna 2018, 

79–81 and 175, n.96. 
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as forged (mawḍūʿ), because of the unreliable narrators that populated the isnāds.336 The unreliable 

historical transmission of these two individual ḥadīths did not stop al-Nuwayrī from citing them in his 

moral discourse on liwāṭ, nor did he think it was important to highlight that the ḥadīths were of 

controversial authenticity.337  

There are two central reasons for this. As Brown argues, “the charisma and pedagogical value 

of the prophetic idiom were too powerful and too useful to circumscribe completely with 

requirements for historical reliability.”338 Using the Machiavellian concept of “effective truth”, Brown 

suggests that “the overwhelming charisma” of material related to the Prophet outweighed historical 

reliability and authenticity in the eyes of scholars.339 Whilst scholars like Ibn al-Jawzī, whom Brown 

uses as his example, did bristle at the use of weak or forged ḥadīths, when it came to matters of 

correct behaviour and piety in religion, they actively engaged in the use of weak (or even, as here, 

forged) ḥadīths to piggy-back on the discursive power that derives from the use of the Prophet’s 

voice.340 Secondly, Geissinger, in her study of the continued citation of the controversial “spinning 

tradition”, which seemingly prohibited women from learning to write, argued that it continued to be 

used and cited by commentators of the Qur’an primarily due to “its pithy encapsulation of an idealised 

hierarchical social order”.341 

These two aspects of ḥadīth citation combine in the compilers’ use of the genre on the subject 

of liwāṭ. The whole point of citing this material is to affirm the compiler’s position regarding 

questions of correct sexual behaviour; the moral claim laid out by the compiler then accrues affective 

 
336 These transmitters were Rūḥ ibn Musāfir (d.172/788) and Dāwūd ibn ʿAffān (d.117/735). Ibn al-Jawzī noted 

that Rūḥ kāna yarwī al-mawḍūʿāt ʿan al-athbāt (used to narrate forged ḥadīths ascribing them to truthful 

narrators); Ibn al- Jawzī 1995, 2:302; see also Ibn Ḥajar al-ʿAsqalānī 1996, 3:114-6. As for Dāwūd, he claimed 

to be reporting directly from Mālik, but had never actually met him; Ibn al-Jawzī, 1995 2:203; Ibn Ḥajar al-

ʿAsqalānī, 3:22-3.  
337 As Brown says, whilst the “raison d’etre of the science of ḥadīth criticism was sorting the sound ḥadīths 

from the weak”, in practice forged ḥadīths abounded and most authorities permitted the use of forged ḥadīths as 

discursive units when they were not being used directly on matters of legal rulings; Brown 2011, 6–9.  
338 Brown 2009a, 285.  
339 Brown 2009a, 280. Of particular note, Hereafter narratives and akhlāq were topics for which it was 

understood to be acceptable to use weak ḥadīths, Brown 2011, 16. 
340 Brown 2011, 16.  
341 Geissinger 2015, 254.  
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and discursive power by drawing on the Prophet as speaker.342 Moreover, whether or not individual 

ḥadīths were understood within the tradition to be forged, that does not challenge the epistemological 

certainty on which the compilers base their moral discussions on liwāṭ. The internal content of these 

ḥadīths accorded with (i) other “strong” (ṣaḥīḥ) hadith texts they cite on the subject of liwāṭ (ii) the 

consensus (ijmāʿ) of the Companions regarding the requirement of punishment for liwāṭ and (iii) the 

interpretation of the Qur’anic narrative of Lot, as one in which men chose to fornicate with other men 

in preference to women and were punished for that fornication.343 In many ways, the compilers’ 

citation of a large body of material, and their aggregation of a wide array of religious materials that 

coalesces around the demand for punishment of those who engage in liwāṭ in this world and the 

Hereafter, affords a certain epistemological certainty to the message conveyed, regardless of the 

authenticity of individual textual units, and constructs a powerful and affective religious anchor for 

their moral positions on the subject.  

 

1.4 Conclusions: Organising Hatred? 

The citation by al-Nuwayrī, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah and Ibn Abī Ḥajalah of religious material that 

calls for the death, banishment and Afterlife punishment of the lūṭī is not a neutral reading experience 

for either the reader who has engaged in liwāṭ or the one who has not. Thinking from the perspective 

of the person who has committed liwāṭ, the emphatic presentation of the Afterlife punishment 

awaiting them is clearly intended to inspire a sense of guilt and desire to repent; indeed, many of the 

textual units include the demand for repentance within them, playing on this guilt to effect the return 

of the lūṭī to the moral norms outlined by the compilers through the willed repudiation of the sexual 

act. For the person who has not committed liwāṭ, the compilers draw from these religious texts as a 

disciplinary tool to inspire fear at the prospect of doing so.344 Both before the act and after the act, the 

 
342 Implicit within ḥadīth as a discursive unit is a layer of supra-textual meaning derived from its relevance as a 

normative legal discourse, producing a different reading than, say, the citation of a non-religious adab anecdote. 

See e.g. Osman 2017, 128–33; Brown 2009b, 169-71 on the use of ḥadīth as a source of law.  
343 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, (ii) 296 and (iii) 296–8 for his retelling of the Qur’anic narrative focused on 

God’s punishment of “the one on top and the one on the bottom” (aʿlāhum wa-asfalhum). This is at variance 

with Kugle’s modern re-reading that de-emphasises the sexual component, see Kugle 2010, ch.1.  
344 We might tentatively suggest that, since these compilers felt the need to write at such length about liwāṭ and 

its necessary punishment, they assumed it was not a negligeable aspect of sexual life in the world around them.  
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ḥadīths discipline: whilst the exposition of Afterlife punishments acts as a deterrent, the emphasis on 

repentance is its own kind of discipline, playing on guilt and worry to bring the actor back into line 

with the religious-sexual norm.  

Where histories of sexuality are focused on the sexual act, it becomes curiously disembodied 

and depersonalised, detached from the actor’s broader life; the person who commits the act, however, 

is central to this analysis based on  the psychology of the emotional actor and his interaction with 

moral demands laid out through both the kinds of religious discourses cited by these compilers and 

the compilations themselves. Each of the compilers employs spatial metaphors (ṣirāṭ/sabīl) to 

construct the choice to commit liwāṭ through the image of taking a path. There is always a before, 

during and after to the sex act: the actor must, in his own mind, choose to negotiate his desire for 

sexual intercourse around the (religious) prohibitions upon it, experience the act of sexual intercourse 

knowledgeable of those prohibitions but overcome by his shahwah, and then, after the act is over, live 

with and rationalise the consequences in relation to that religious discourse that constructs his fate as 

one of torment and punishment. These compilers understood the sexual act as part of the life of the 

actor, understood that the act changes the actor’s relationship both to God and to the erotic, taking a 

path of the illicit from which the only return is repentance.   

 More than that, these compilers construct a community around the ummah lūṭiyyah that 

genealogically links the contemporary lūṭī with his Qur’anic forebears, lumping them all together in 

the Afterlife as monkeys and pigs, as deserving of the physical torture that awaits them for disobeying 

God’s commands. Through the construction of the ummah lūṭiyyah, and the affiliation of the 

contemporary lūṭī to the Qur’anic community, the person who commits liwāṭ is immediately 

constructed as someone who has chosen to transgress the limits placed on sexual action in the 

religious corpus, and consequently, in the compilations. They become subject to the demand for 

capital punishment in this life and Afterlife damnation. They are portrayed as disobedient sexual 

subjects whose choices fly in the face of religious norms.  

In the transferential construction of the erotic, the act of liwāṭ has ramifications for the moral 

subject’s own experience of the erotic. Indeed, we might argue that the lūṭī’s existence “will 

constitute that site of dreaded identification against which – and by virtue of which – the domain of 
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the subject will circumscribe its own claim to autonomy and to life”.345 In his very existence, he 

constitutes the boundary against which the moral subject, by which I mean the idealised reader of the 

compilation who has internalised the moral viewpoints extolled within it and who lives their life with 

regard to them, and, indeed, the compiler is able to define their own relationship to the erotic; as 

Butler argues, “the subject is constituted through the force of exclusion and abjection, one which 

produces a constitutive outside to the subject, an abjected outside, which is, after all, ‘inside’ the 

subject as its own founding repudiation”.346 By differentiating the moral subject from the lūṭī, the 

compilers allow for the emergence of a border between the morally licit subject and the disobedient 

lūṭī. Yet, as is a central aspect of the process of abjection, the subject is never free from the spectre of 

becoming a lūṭī: for the male compiler and reader, there remains the threat at all times of becoming-

the-lūṭī, of the boundary constructed between the subject and the lūṭī breaking down through the 

choice to commit the sexual act. This itself acts as a disciplinary tool, reminding the reader of the 

necessity of cultivating their ʿaql to avoid succumbing to this horrific fate.  

 At the same time, the compilers draw on a considerable pool of hatred for the lūṭī who 

disobeys divine commands in order to define their community with the reader. As Sara Ahmed has it, 

hate “secures collectives” through imagining the other as a defiling presence, a constitutive threat of 

loss and danger to the collective; hated figures “come to embody the threat of loss: lost jobs, lost 

money, lost land. They signify the danger of impurity or the mixing or taking of blood. They threaten 

to violate the pure bodies; such bodies can only be imagined as pure by the perpetual restaging of this 

fantasy of violation”.347 The lūṭī, of course, in their willed rejection of religious commands, 

exemplifies exactly this threat of impurity, this violation of the (religious) norms and rules that govern 

sexual interactions; for the moral subject, liwāṭ becomes a dangerous threat to the social order. 

Through constructing the ummah lūṭiyyah as a hated community against which the moral subject 

might construct his own sense of moral righteousness, the compiler defines the self and the limits of 

moral probity. The lūṭī becomes this dreaded sexual other, the representative of extreme disobedience, 

 
345 Butler 2011, xiii.  
346 Ibid. The significance of the I/Not-I distinction and the notion that the outside is always inside is explained in 

Kristeva 1982, 3–6.  
347 S. Ahmed 2014, 44.  
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both to God and to the moral regime outlined by the compilers. In many ways, the compiler, and their 

idealised moral subject, are secured as a collective against this disobedient community of sexual 

others who have chosen to commit acts in contravention of the moralistic regime elaborated in the 

compilations. 
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2. The Gaze: al-Naẓar (ilā al-Amrad) and the Morality of Vision 

The prohibition on illicit sexual intercourse has many consequences in these compilations’ approach 

to human behaviour and morality that go beyond the sexual act. For all of the compilers except al-

Ḥalabī, one of the most pressing issues against which they moralise is the behavioural practice of 

gazing upon male youths (al-naẓar ilā al-amrad),348 given that the gaze upon phenomenal beauty was 

considered, by all of the compilers, to cause love. As I argue in the first half of this chapter, the male 

youth is framed as a particularly concerning object of the gaze because the desire evoked in the man 

who gazes upon the youth cannot be “legally” (sharʿan) resolved through licit intercourse, unlike his 

desire for women. The legal and moral attempt to circumscribe sexual intercourse into licit 

relationships spills out into how the compilers regulate human behaviour and causes them to advocate 

a morality based around taking care to avoid desire by adopting specific behavioural practices, 

namely lowering the gaze. Here, we see one example of how the compilers base their emotional and 

behavioural morality around sexual regulations and the threat of illicit intercourse, which in turn is 

intended to affect how the individual moves through the world.  

Parallel to their concern with human behaviour in general, the compilations also target the 

emotional and sexual morality of specific communities. Gazing upon youths, as a kind of codified 

practice, had become particularly widespread among Sufi communities. As I demonstrate in the 

second half of this chapter, al-Nuwayrī and Ibn Abī Ḥajalah are particularly concerned with the Sufi 

adoption of this practice, and express their concern through a behavioural and theological vocabulary 

that connects human acts to their broader epistemological foundations and cosmological significance 

in reaction to the contemporary intellectual and emotional world.    

 

2.1. Turning the Gaze Away as Moral Demand  

The overwhelming centrality of sensory perception to the process of falling in love, as discussed in 

1.1.2, engenders a concern to regulate both how an individual looks upon the world and how people 

 
348 The amrad is generally understood as a beardless youth. As El-Rouayheb says, “though biologically male, 

[he] was not completely a ‘man’ in the social or cultural sense”; El-Rouayheb 2005, 26. Discussed further in 

2.1. 
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move through the world, in order to avoid being the object of an unwanted gaze and in order to 

prevent oneself from becoming subject to ʿishq because of the wanton gaze.349 Despite the fact that, as 

I noted in the Introduction, in anecdotes and poetry, ʿishq might be used freely as a synonym for 

ḥubb,350 in the more theoretical sections of each of the compilations in this corpus, and in particular in 

sections dealing with the causes of love and the corporeal or emotional experience of lovers, it is ʿishq 

which the compilers focus on. ʿIshq is directly associated with the potentially noxious consequences 

that love can engender and is constituted as a dangerous emotional experience that is mostly framed 

as an excess of ḥubb.351 To make sense of the difference between them, al-Ḥalabī draws on al-Jāḥiẓ’s 

argument that kull ʿishq yusammā ḥubban wa-laysa kull ḥubb yusammā ʿishqan, li-anna al-ʿishq ism li-

mā faḍala ʿan al-iqtiṣād fī al-ḥubb (every ʿishq is called ḥubb, but not every ḥubb is called ʿishq, 

because ʿishq is that which goes beyond moderation in love).352 This is a common explanation; al-

Nuwayrī likewise draws a distinction between ʿishq and ḥubb/maḥabbah, noting that ḥubb is a 

category (jins) and ʿishq is a type in that category (nawʿ); his justification for this point is that fa-inna 

al-rajul yuḥibb abāhu wa-ummahu wa-lā yabʿathuhu dhālik ʿalā talaf nafsihi bi-khilāf al-ʿāshiq 

(indeed, a man may love [=feel ḥubb for] his parents but this does not cause the ruin of his soul, 

unlike the case of the lover [person experiencing ʿishq]).353 

The trouble with ʿishq, for each of the compilers, is indeed this talaf al-nafs, a destruction that 

can take several forms, all of which are problematic. Perhaps the most frequently decried problem is 

the association between ʿishq and madness, illness and death; as Socrates said, according to 

Mughulṭāy, al-ʿishq junūn wa-huwa alwān kamā anna al-junūn alwān (ʿishq is madness, and, like 

madness, it comes in various shades).354 As far as Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, al-Nuwayrī and Ibn Abī 

Ḥajalah are concerned, ʿishq is also highly concerning because it can induce people to commit illicit 

 
349 Giffen 1971, 127–9  
350 The two terms are used interchangeably by Ibn Dāwūd in his description of his love for his beloved; he terms 

it ḥubb but later quotes a ḥadīth text that is focused on ʿishq.  
351 See Giffen 1971, 83–96; Balda-Tillier 2022, 51–63 and 67–70 on Mughulṭāy’s ontology of ʿishq and 63–7 

on his “rules”. See 3.1 for discussions of the medicalization of ʿishq.  
352 Al-Ḥalabī 2000, 41; also quoted in Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 128; Mughulṭāy 1997, 46. 
353 Al-Nuwayrī. 1923, 2:139; a similar idea can be found in an anecdote cited in Mughulṭāy's discussion of the 

nature of love (Mughulṭay 1997, 49) and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s chapter on the truth (ḥaqīqat) of ʿishq (Ibn 

Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 130).  
354 This is reinforced by frequent attributions of similar quotations; see, e.g. al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:137; Mughulṭāy 

1997, 47–50; Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 13; al-Ḥalabī 2000, 39; Ibn Qayyim al-JAwziyyah 2004, 127–31.  
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sexual intercourse, hence these compilers’ preoccupation with the direct condemnation of zināʾ and 

liwāṭ, as we have seen in the first chapter. Moreover, of particular theological concern to Ibn Qayyim 

al-Jawziyyah is the fact that ʿishq might distract people from their love of the divine.355 Across 

Rawḍat and in other works, it becomes clear that he conceives of ʿishq as conceptually very close to 

shirk; as Bell says, “what he is saying [across his works] is that inordinate ʿishq and the proper love to 

God both pursue their objects as ends in themselves and therefore, like objective idolatry and 

monotheism, are in their essence mutually exclusive”.356 

The awareness of the gaze’s central role in the cause of love prompted Ibn Qayyim al-

Jawziyyah to follow in the footsteps of Ibn al-Jawzī and write at length on the morality of gazing 

upon the phenomenal world. As is his usual modus operandi, he begins with a survey of the religious 

corpus’s approach to the gaze before engaging in his own theoretical postulations regarding the gaze. 

As Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah suggests, quoting from Qur’an al-Nūr/24:30–1, lowering the gaze 

(ghaḍḍ al-baṣar) is tied to guarding the genitals (ḥifẓ al-farj);357 God commands that the Prophet 

order the believers to do both because that is purer (azkā) for them, for indeed God knows what they 

do (inna allāha khabīrun bi-mā yaṣnaʿūna). Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah again draws on the disciplinary 

power of God’s panoptical vision of human sexual action in order to construct rules of behaviour for 

the phenomenal world and the practice of emotion.358 Guarding one’s genitals, he says, is a “wājib” 

(obligation) in all interpersonal interactions (bi-kull ḥāl), except for those that take place within licit 

frameworks, meaning within the marital couple or concubinage.359 In his reading, however, looking 

upon things in general is not prohibited,360 but one must think through the advantages and 

disadvantages of one’s actions: very occasionally, he admits, there might be some public good or 

preponderant interest (maṣlaḥa rājiḥa) in not lowering the gaze, but, unless there is some theoretical 

 
355 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 246–7 on loving “with” (maʿa) God as a type of shirk (idolatry); a form of 

this conceptual proximity will return in 2.2.2.  
356 Bell 1979a, 164–5. The clearest articulation of the conceptual proximity of ʿishq and shirk can be found Ibn 

Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 1996, 1:125; this discussion immediately follows his excoriating depiction of liwāṭ and 

zināʾ as conferring ritual impurity, 1:119–24. 
357 I.e., from committing illicit intercourse. 
358 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 92. See 1.2.    
359 Ibid.  
360 Ibid.   
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advantage that outweighs the corruption (fasād) that will ensue from gazing upon others, one must 

lower one’s gaze.361  

The crucial reason for why God ordered looking away is that idhā ghaḍḍa al-ʿabd baṣarahu 

ghaḍḍa al-qalb shahwatahu wa-irādatahu (if the servant [of God] turns their gaze away, then the 

heart turns away from its desire and will). The reverse is also true, for if one launches the gaze freely 

(aṭlaqa al-baṣar) then the heart will freely give in to shahwah. Here, we return to the concern to 

resolve or manage shahwah. Turning the gaze away means that one avoids the emergence of shahwah 

for the object of the gaze, maintains the ʿaql and is not tempted to commit any illicit sexual 

transgressions. This is a moral approach to emotions and behaviour that emphasises prevention over 

cure, that emphasises strict behavioural regulation to avoid arousing the experience of desire 

altogether, because that experience in and of itself may lead to the temptation to the illicit.  

He turns to ḥadīth texts for further evidence for the link between the gaze and illicit sexual 

intercourse, including one that he describes as one of the clearest explications (min abyan al-ashiyāʾ) 

on the matter and which he says constitutes a proof against those who freely allow people to gaze 

upon others:362 

 

إن الله عز وجل كتب على ابن آدم حظه من الزنى أدرك ذلك لا محالة فالعين تزني وزناها النظر واللسان يزني وزناه النطق والرجل  

 تزني وزناها الخطى واليد تزني وزناها البطش والقلب يهوى ويتمنى والفرج يصدّقه ويكذّبه

 

God has written for humankind its portion of zināʾ which it cannot avoid. The eye commits zināʾ, 

and its zināʾ is the gaze. The tongue commits zināʾ, and its zināʾ is speaking [that which it is illicit to 

say]. The leg commits zināʾ and its zināʾ is walking [to forbidden places]. The hand commits zināʾ, 

and its zināʾ is touching [illicit places]. The heart craves and yearns, whilst the private parts confirm 

or deny [this desire].  

 

 
361 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 92. 
362 Ibid. 
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In his commentary on the ḥadīth, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah said that Muḥammad began with the zināʾ 

of the eye, “li-annahu aṣl ẓinā al-yad wa-l-rijl wa-l-qalb wa-l-farj” (because it is the origin of the 

zināʾ committed by the hand, the leg, the heart and the private parts). This mirrors his broader 

conception that the eye is the “rāʾid” (pioneer) of the heart, which is sent forth and relays messages 

back to the heart, leading to the development of love.363  

 Of course, on a practical level, it is always possible, no matter how hard one tries to lower 

one’s gaze, that one will glance upon something accidentally (naẓar al-mufājaʾah).364 He says he has 

come across the question of what religious scholars say “fī rajul naẓara ilā imraʾah nazratan fa-ʿaliqa 

ḥubbuhā bi-qalbihi” (about a man who glances once upon a woman and love for her clings to his 

heart). The question here is whether it is permitted to look upon her again as a way of curing the 

passion that has taken hold of the heart. He outlines ten reasons as to why this is not permitted, most 

of which are theological and religious in nature, revolving around God’s prohibition on it in the 

Qur’anic quotation referenced above. Likewise, in a ḥadīth, Muḥammad is seen telling ʿAlī not to 

follow the gaze with a gaze, for the first is allowed but the second is forbidden.365 He backs up the 

theological with the medical. Across the compilations, love is generally understood as a medicalised 

and pathological experience that affects the body and the mind (3.1), often described as an “illness” 

(dāʾ) or a poison (samm). He quotes the ḥadīth in which the Prophet says love is a poisoned arrow 

from Iblīs’ quiver (sahm masmūm min sihām Iblīs).366 Asking the reader to contemplate this 

statement, he reminds the reader that the whole point of poison (shaʾnuhu) is to spread to the heart 

and work its poison there, leading to death; as he notes, if the first glance is a poisoned arrow, then the 

second arrow will only be more poisonous.  

The interweaving of medicine with legal and religious discourses is significant across the 

compilations because it seemingly naturalises the divine and legal proscription as normative and 

 
363 That is not to say that Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah conceives of the eye as being solely responsible for love. In 

a long disputation between the eye and the heart, overseen by the liver, the two organs fight each other over 

which causes love. The liver, adopting the middle ground, ends the debate by saying that each plays their part; 

see Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 104–7. See also 3.1. 
364 Ibid, 93–94. This is defined as “al-naẓrah al-ūlā al-latī taqaʿ bi-ghayr qaṣd min al-nāẓir” (the first glance 

which happens through no intention of the glancer); ibid, 95.  
365 Ibid, 93.  
366 Ibid, 93. 
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necessary human behaviour.367 If love is understood as a potentially fatal illness and the gaze a 

poison, it becomes only logical, not just a bland legal imperative, that one should control one’s gaze, 

and ensure not to look at something more than once, if only for one’s health without regard for 

theological significance. Without lowering the gaze and hiding the private parts, one exposes oneself 

to illness. This is not just a case of behavioural propriety or moral imperative, but is turned into a 

matter of life, death, illness and poison. 

 After outlining the reasons why the second glance is prohibited, but before going on to outline 

the ten moral benefits of lowering the gaze,368 which are also largely theological and medical in 

nature, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah cites a series of Prophetic statements concerning the gaze and 

phenomenal temptation that are worth pausing over here. Mostly, these revolve around the Prophet’s 

fear for the believers after his death that they will succumb to phenomenal temptation. Ibn Qayyim al-

Jawziyyah argues that “fitnat al-naẓar aṣl kull fitnah” (the temptation of the eye is the origin of all 

temptation). The proof for this (kamā thabata…) is in the circulation of ḥadīths concerning the 

temptation of women and the phenomenal world (dunyā), such as:369 

 

 ما تركت بعدي فتنة أضر على الرجال من النساء

 

I have left no temptation more damaging for men after [my death] than women.  

 اتقوا الدنيا واتقوا النساء 

 

Fear this world, and fear women.  

 النساء والخمرأخوف ما أخاف على أمتي 

 

The things I fear the most for my community is women and alcohol.  

 
367 Gadelrab 2011, 75–7. Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah tended to marry prophetic traditions with Greek medical 

discourses in his writings; see also Perho 2010, 200–3, who argues that Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah sought “to 

harmonise medical science with revelation”. See 3.1.  
368 See Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 95–101; these benefits range from the medical to the devotional.  
369 Ibid, 95. The first ḥadīth here was also mentioned in 1.1.2, in which I argued it was a cornerstone in the 

compilers’ construction of a male-centric ethics, associating women directly with fitnah and excluding them 

from the conversation.  
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Much as I argued in 1.1.2, women here are largely excised from a discussion that revolves around the 

male temptation to the illicit (that happens through their desire for women) and the male cultivation of 

morality through behavioural regulation (lowering the gaze); indeed, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s 

entire chapter on the rules of the gaze is premised on the male gaze upon women, in which the 

concern is the temptation evoked in the man by the phenomenal beauty of the woman, using a 

particularly gendered language, as was the case in the theoretical situation of the accidental glance 

upon a woman and the permissibility of the second one.  

 Before moving on with the analysis, it is worth pausing to make note of the content of these 

three ḥadīths. They all participate within what Fatima Mernissi describes as the “tradition of 

misogyny” that was constructed through the canonisation of the ḥadīth in the centuries after the 

Prophet’s death.370 Numerous are the supposedly sound (ṣaḥīḥ) ḥadīths which focus on the 

“’polluting’ essence of femaleness”.371 These ḥadīths are no exception; they draw an explicit link 

between alcohol (an illicit substance) and women, both framed as capable of sullying or polluting the 

male Muslim’s piety or focus on the divine. After all, the ḥadīths express the worry that (after 

Muḥammad’s death) men will become tempted by women (and alcohol) and forget their obligations 

and responsibilities to God.372 The effect within Rawḍat is to entrench the fundamentally patriarchal 

moral framework that undergirds the entire compilation: men become, as I noted in 1.1.2, moral 

agents, capable of controlling their emotions and experience of desire through the cultivation of ʿaql, 

whilst women are simply portrayed as subject to their appetitive desires engendered through their 

greater experience of shahwah, incapable of controlling their emotions or sexual desire. This 

compilation, this framework, is centred on the male reader and his experience of the world, excluding 

women ontologically through the citation of these kinds of ḥadīths which frame her as inherently 

 
370 See Mernissi 1991, ch.3 and ch.4.  
371 Ibid, 70. 
372 Thinking back to 1.2, we might also note that it is significant that women are lumped together with alcohol, 

what Katz described as occasioning a “substantive” impurity, or as a thing which is “inherently” impure. From 

the male perspective, women are capable of “polluting”, as Mernissi has it, the man’s purity.  
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impure, as an agent of seduction, as unable to exercise moral control. He is the focus; she is only a 

temptation for him.  

 However, the gender of the object of perception (not the perceiver, always understood as a 

man) is significant, because when the object of love is a woman, there are options open to the male 

lover:373 

 

 وقال: إن معها مثل الذي معها فإن في ذلك التسلي عن المطلوب بجنسه أرشد من ابتلى بنظرة الفجأة أن يداويه بإتيان امرأته

 

He [the Prophet] instructed whoever had become afflicted by the accidental glance to cure it by 

having sex with his woman,374 because, as he said, with her [the woman who is a permitted 

partner in sexual intercourse] is like that which is with her [the woman one desires from the 

accidental glance], because in that [sexual intercourse with the licit woman] is the consolation 

with that which is of the same type as that which is wanted.  

 

Here, women become interchangeable objects to suit male desire: the object of the gaze does not need 

to be the sexual partner, but becomes an avatar of woman that stirs up in the male gazer the desire for 

“consolation” through sexual intercourse, which can be achieved with the woman that is permitted to 

him already. As Ali has noted, the interchangeability of women is a common factor to legal and 

religious discourse, in which “desire sparked by one woman could be easily satisfied with another”, 

hence why consolation (tasallī) comes from something of the same type (bi-jinsihi) as that which is 

desired (maṭlūb).  

 However, women are not the only objects of desire in Rawḍat, even if the account on the gaze 

is almost entirely written from the specifically gendered perspective of male desire for women. After 

outlining the ten benefits associated with lowering the gaze, all of which in some way refer to the 

removal of shahwah from the heart and, therefore, the avoidance of the temptation to commit illicit 

 
373 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 95. This statement entrenches the patriarchal concern with male sexual relief 

occasioned through intercourse with licit women; here, women are sexual objects divided into categories of licit 

and illicit, with no concern given to their emotional or sexual needs, or their identity.  
374 By his woman, this indicates a woman with whom the man has a licit sexual relationship defined through 

milk (dominion); see Ali 2010, 12.  
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sexual acts, and turn largely on securing one’s eschatological reward for not transgressing the legal or 

moral norms of behaviour regarding sexual intercourse, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah tacks a very short 

conclusion onto the discussion that touches on gazing at male youths:375  

 

وفوائد غض البصر وآفات إرساله أضعاف أضعاف ما ذكرنا وإنما نبهنا عليه تنبيها ولا سيما النظر إلى من لم يجعل الله سبيلا  

 إلى قضاء الوطر منه شرعا كالمردان الحسان فإن إطلاق النظر إليهم السم الناقع والداء العضال  

 

There are many more benefits of turning the gaze away and evils of launching it than I have 

mentioned, but indeed I have called this matter to attention with a warning. This is especially [true 

of] the gaze at the person with whom God made no licit path to achieve the need that arises from 

it, such as beautiful youths. Looking at them is an eternal poison and incurable affliction.  

 

There is a significant contrast here between gazing upon women and gazing upon youths. When a 

man experiences a “need” (waṭar),376 or sexual desire, arise from the accidental glance upon a woman, 

he has the ability to resolve (qaḍāʾ) that need legally (sharʿan) by having sex with his woman, a 

woman with whom he has the legal right to engage in intercourse. There can be no licit resolution to 

desire for the youth; clearly, in Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s viewpoint, sex with a woman is not bi-jins 

(of the same type) as sex with the youth. Because of this, desire for youths becomes an incurable 

(ʿuḍāl) affliction, something which can never be resolved within the moral framework set forth within 

the compilation. For this reason, one must avoid looking at beardless youths at all costs, because of 

the grave medical and theological danger one puts oneself in: resolving the need must happen through 

something which is not legally permitted. The moral thrust here is centred around the prophylactic 

adoption of a behavioural and emotional morality which prioritises averting the gaze in order to 

prevent the experience of desire which arises from it, and thereby avoid the temptation to commit 

actions which are illicit in order to resolve the need that love engenders.  

 
375 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 102. 
376 I have translated waṭar as “need” to capture the pressing nature of the experience of desire. Waṭar, as 

explained for the modern reader by Sayyid ʿImrān, the editor of the work, means “kull ḥājah kāna li-ṣāhibihā 

fīhā himmah” (any need about which the person who experiences it is zealous); Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 

102 n.1.  
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 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah backs up the prohibition on gazing upon youths with a series of 

ḥadīth texts and statements by pious individuals, all of which are also cited by Mughulṭāy,377 al-

Nuwayrī and Ibn Abī Ḥajalah in their treatment of the topic. Abū Hurayrah claimed that the Prophet 

prohibited (nahā) that men fix their gaze on (yuḥidd al-rajul al-naẓar ilā) the beardless boy.378 Saʿīd 

ibn al-Musayyib (d.94/715) is cited telling people to accuse (ittahamūhu) men who look upon them.379 

The jurists Ibrāhīm al-Nakhaʿī (d.96/714), a successor (tābiʿ) of the companions, and Sufyān al-

Thawrī, a successor of the successors (tābiʿ al-tābiʿīn), as well as others among the salaf (exemplary 

generations), forbade (yanhūn) sitting with (mujālasat) youths; al-Nakhaʿī described this as a fitnah 

(temptation) and said youths are bi-manzilat al-nisāʾ (in the rank of women) when it comes to 

personal interaction with them, meaning that the same rules of interpersonal interaction that apply to 

women apply to youths.380  

Attraction to youths itself is understood to be entirely “normal” in spite of the legal inability 

to engage in intercourse with the youth;381 indeed, if it were not something that happened, and did not 

present the compilers with this moral problem (dealing with the experience of attraction that cannot 

 
377 Despite citing these prohibitions, Mughulṭāy has a nuanced approach to Sufi lovers. He was the only 

compiler to include positive stories of Sufis becoming “martyrs of divine love” through the audition of beauty 

(in e.g. the Qur’an or a line of poetry); an analysis of divine love itself falls outside of the scope of the thesis. 

However, he opts for a very clear selection policy with regard to anecdotes focused on it, only including 

anecdotes in which there is no emphasis on the visual perception of the speaker of the verse/Qur’an, but the 

focus is entirely on the aural perception of the material spoken; see Mughulṭāy 1997, 295 and 297–8. The first 

anecdote is cited in al-Tanūkhī 1971, 2:355–7 and al-Sarrāj 2017, 440–1 and mentioned in Bray 2008, 58, 

Balda-Tillier 2022, 235 and Mubārak 1954, 2:231; the second is mentioned in Balda-Tillier 2022, 160.  
378 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 102; Mughulṭāy 1997, 25; Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 246.  
379 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 102; Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 246; Mughulṭāy 1997, 25; al-Nuwayrī 1924, 

2:218.  
380 Ibid. Ibn al-Jawzī ends his chapter on looking at beardless youths (Ibn al-Jawzī 2012, 90–105), by noting that 

upon the sprouting of zaghabāt al-shaʿr (tufts of hair), any erotic desire between the man and the youth must 

change, because hādhā laysa bi-amrad wa-innamā huwa rajul (this is [no longer] an amrad, but a man), 2012 

102; it is significant, however, that if one takes pleasure in looking at him (in kāna laka mayl ilayhi wa-ʿindaka 

iltidhādh bi-ruʾyatihi) then one must apply the same rules as one would when he was an amrad, returning us to 

the question of shahwah (1.1.2); as Miller says, “just as Islamic law enjoins women to dress modestly and men 

to avert their gazes from them in order to prevent the excitation of lust, so too Ibn al-Jawzī maintains men must 

avert their gazes from young males. They are equally natural objects of desire for older males.” (Miller 2018, 

15). Adult men may too be considered bi-manzilat al-nisāʾ should the gazer experience desire for them; the 

statement is not occasioned by the youth’s lack of maleness, but rather by the awareness that he is a normal, if 

problematic, object of desire for adult men. It does not entail legally assimilating him into the class of 

womanhood. 
381 Ze’evi 2006, 92–3; Ze’evi describes it as not only normal, but “the norm”; Bell 1979a, 27 alleges that Ibn al-

Jawzī does not share the “ancient assumption” regarding youths being normal objects of attraction, although, 

following Ze’evi, it might be argued that his citation of the religious material that prohibits gazing upon them 

inversely proves his acknowledgement of the normalcy of this attraction, even if he prohibits it. 
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be cured through licit intercourse), then neither the compilers nor these very early jurists would have 

felt the need to moralise against looking upon youths in the first place. For this reason, their 

moralising is located at the level of behavioural choice (looking upon or looking away from youths) 

not object of attraction,382 and the demand centred on looking away from the youth for fear of 

experiencing an incurable desire for them.  

 Most significantly, perhaps, we see the normalised nature of male desire for youths 

represented in the Prophet’s own example, as cited by Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah here.383 When 

receiving a delegation (wafd) from the Qays, there was among them a young boy ẓāhir al-waḍāʾah 

(manifest in beauty) and so the Prophet seated him behind his back saying that it was a sin (kānat 

khaṭīʾah) to glance upon the youth. In other versions of this ḥadīth, it is revealed that the khaṭīʾah 

referred to is that made by David, when he glanced upon Bathsheba in the bathhouse which 

eventually led to his having sex with a married woman.384 As Ze’evi has noted, this ḥadīth imparts an 

“ambivalent message” to modern readers given that the Prophet “acts as if he were attracted to a 

young beardless boy”.385 However, the Ottoman-era scholars whom Ze’evi’s work is focused on, 

much like the compilers under study in this thesis, do not experience the same perturbation given that 

“it would be as natural for them to be attracted to beardless boys as women” and that “attraction to 

both men and women is not only normal, but the norm”.386  

Of course, it is worth noting  that, despite this inverse reading, in which these ḥadīths can tell 

us about the existence and normality of adult male desire for youths in the real world, this does not 

lessen their normative religious force as they are cited by the compilers, warning against gazing upon 

youths (and women) because of the emotional consequences (desire) which it leads to, nor does it 

dampen the literalist interpretation of them as blanket behavioural prerogative; our compilers are not 

using them to explain the existence of male desire for youths but to record and enforce the prohibition 

 
382 It is not as if the compilers are railing against the attraction to the boy because he is a boy, but because of the 

consequences of the attraction.  
383 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 102; Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 246; Mughulṭāy 1997, 24; Ze’evi 2006, 2.  
384 Ze’evi 2006, 2; see also Mohamed 2015, in particular 93–122 which covers the period under study here. 

Whilst the Biblical story is very clear about the fact David committed adultery, pre-modern Islamic exegetes 

sometimes rejected the story, although Muḥammad’s implication seems clear here; e.g. ibid, 99.  
385 Ze’evi 2006, 91.  
386 Ibid, 92–3.  



 105 

upon it. These compilations are performative, in the sense that they enact and produce that which they 

name, both in the textual apparatus, in which particular types of desire are never able to be realised 

into licit union, and in their extra-textual relationship with the reader, whereby the compilations 

outline and reiterate the religious and legal norms governing interpersonal relationships and use those 

norms to inculcate a behavioural and emotional morality within the reader that affects their movement 

through the world; in other words, we must remember that these texts are to be understood as 

manuals, as attempts to make the reader think about their own experience of emotion, and to provide 

lessons and examples from which the reader might learn.387  

Reading Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s statement that there is no legal path through which the 

sexual desire evoked by the boy can be resolved, or reading the legal and religious prohibitions on 

gazing upon youths, is to be confronted again with the weight of the moral norm and the heft of the 

religious tradition’s prohibition on that desire. The moral subject and idealised reader of these 

compilations, whose desires for women can easily be alleviated through the substitution proffered by 

Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, is left to experience desire for the beardless youth as an experience of 

prohibition, an experience in which he is forcibly confronted with the impossible choice of (i) 

breaking the moral and legal norm by sexually transgressing with the impermissible object of desire 

or (ii) elevating the moral norm above his life and succumbing to the medicalised consequences of 

unresolved love (3.1). Pretending that this moral dilemma would have no effect on the experience of 

love is to ignore how desire, and the practice of sexual intercourse, are not simply zero-sum games, 

but constantly negotiated in relation to wider discourses that occur before, during and after 

interpersonal interaction.388 The intention behind the citation of these religious texts is that the moral 

subject and idealised reader of the compilations move through the world in the knowledge of the 

dangers attendant in gazing, in particular the specific legal dangers caused by gazing upon the male 

youth.  

The question of the beardless boy’s relationship to maleness is of vast significance in the 

study of pre-modern sexuality, especially considering that one of the central axes on which same-sex 

 
387 See Butler 2011, xi–ii, 59–60.   
388 Butler 2011, 59–60.  
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sexuality was premised and practised in the pre-modern world was centred on age-based distinctions 

between the older male lover and the (pre-)pubescent male beloved.389 As Ze’evi, Rowson, 

Brookshaw and El-Rouayheb have all demonstrated, male desire for beardless youths (pederasty) was 

“common, largely tolerated and in some contexts normative and highly esteemed”,390 despite the 

legal, religious and moral considerations that we find in the prohibition on male-youth relationships 

present in the compilations under study in this thesis. To quote Tolino, “legal proscriptions and social 

practices … were far apart”.391  Of course, as noted above, the compiler’s approach to the subject 

itself suggests that male-youth attraction was a socially normalised, albeit morally concerning, 

phenomenon.  

Parallel discourses operative in wider society treated the amrad’s relationship to maleness in 

different ways. Gadelrab has argued that, medically speaking, for Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah at least, 

the beard and the womb were the two central dividing lines between the sexes, between men and 

women; as she comments, the construction of maleness around the beard also necessarily divides 

adult men off from eunuchs and beardless youths.392 This viewpoint, in which beardless youths were 

not yet adults, accorded with prevalent constructions of gender in poetry and in wider society, in 

which the emergence of the beard was linked to reaching full, adult manhood;393 as Brookshaw has 

commented, in Persian poetry from the same period, whilst the beloved youth is “technically the same 

 
389 El-Rouayheb 2005, 25–51; Lagrange 2008b, 167; Rowson 2008a, 195–7; Rowson 1991a, 58; Tolino 2020 

34; Bauer 2021, 196; Rowson 1991a, 62–8. As we will see in 3, this is equivocal in the literary imagination of 

desire which may take place between two adult men.  
390 Brookshaw 2019, 127; Rowson 2008a, 195–7; Rowson 1991,  
391 Tolino 2020, 34.  
392 Gadelrab 2011, 75–7. As Gadelrab notes, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s emphasis on the fundamental sex 

differentiation between men and women suggests a rejection of the supposedly Galenic “one-sex model” 

hypothesised by Laqueur, which Ze’evi had suggested was the dominant medical theory concerning sex 

differences in the pre-modern Ottoman world which forms the core of his study, although he points out that 

“one-sex” does not capture the nuances of thought regarding women’s biological inferiority in relationship to 

men, even despite being “of the same sex”; Ze’evi instead frames women as “imperfect men” rather than, say, 

inverted men; Ze’evi 2006, 22–3. However, as noted by Helen King, Joan Cadden and others, Laqueur’s thesis 

is itself “misleading” and tends to smooth over quite significant complexities within a wide array of literary and 

medical sources from different times and societies; see King 2013, 13 and passim. There was a “wide spectrum 

of viewpoints” and a “plurality and complexity” of ideas on sex differences in the pre-modern Islamic world 

which cannot simply be boiled down to a one-sex/two-sex binary; Gadelrab 2011, 43. Indeed, that Ibn Qayyim 

al-Jawziyyah locates body hair (the beard) as a site of sexual differentiation highlights that, as King says, “we 

can assume nothing from our own experience” given that this implies a non-genital process of sex 

differentiation; King 2013, 18. 
393 See also Najmabadi 2005a, 15–8, in which she argues that “the growth of a full beard marked adult 

manhood, the adolescent male’s transition from an object of desire to a desiring subject”. 
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sex” as the adult male lover, he is differentiated from him by his inability to grow a beard, forming 

two “separate male sub-genders”.394 Certainly, in both Arabic and Persian poetry, the beard became a 

central object of “erotic fascination” for poets because of its role in the emergence of manhood. As 

Brookshaw has commented, in the Persian poetic tradition, the beloved’s emergent facial hair “is the 

red line that divides licit from illicit”, because it signifies the entrance of the youth into full adult 

maleness; the emergence of the beard was eroticised in poetry as adding to the beauty of the beloved’s 

face and “enticing the lover to transgress” given the widespread social stigma attached to adult male-

male desire in the period.395 Bauer has likewise described the Arabic poetic tradition’s depiction of the 

“ambiguity crisis” that derived from the sprouting of the beard, which meant any love relationship (or 

indeed emotional attachment) that an adult male had for a beardless youth should end, because the 

youth is now an adult male and it is “no longer discernible who is the lover and who the beloved”; not 

to do so would incur significant social and moral opprobrium, although “since such relationships are 

fraught with deep emotions, this is easier said than done”.396  

However, the morality constructed by the compilers under study in this thesis is not borne out 

of fourteenth-century poetic, social or medical opinions regarding the amrad’s relationship to adult 

masculinity or the social acceptability and normativity of desire, and indeed erotic relationships, with 

him.397 Whilst their moralising clearly acknowledges the normality of male attraction to the amrad, 

the compilers’ moral regulation of emotional behaviours is based, as Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah makes 

very clear, on the legal horizon of sexuality, on the fact that there is no sabīl (path) by which desire 

for the boy can be resolved sharʿan (legally); sex with the youth would remain liwāṭ from a legal 

standpoint, regardless of the social perception of the act.398 For these compilers, gazing upon the 

youth constructs a moral problem, because, legally speaking, male-youth relationships cannot be 

made licit in the same way that male-female relationships can through marriage or concubinage, and 

 
394 Brookshaw 2019, 127. 
395 Ibid, 129. 
396 Bauer 2021, 196–7.  
397 Ibid. Ayubi has shown that, in the texts from the Persian ethics tradition that she studied, pederasty was 

largely condemned, sometimes (1.1.2) because it demonstrated excessive shahwah; Ayubi 2019, 198. For her 

full discussion of what she terms “premodern heteronormativity” in male-male relationships, see ibid 195–9. 
398 Tolino 2020, 34.  
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hence become eternal afflictions that tempt the individual to commit illicit sexual intercourse. In 

many ways, in the compilations’ morality, whether the man loves a boy or an adult male, regardless of 

social perception, the outcome, permissibility and experience of the relationship are the same; both 

types of relationship become morally concerning because of the impossible and insurmountable legal 

norms that constrain sexual intercourse to very specific interpersonal relationships. For this reason, 

Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah is focused on removing temptation at its source and outlines a moral 

standard of behaviour in which the individual avoids gazing upon the amrad and thereby avoids the 

emotional consequences that that gaze may otherwise cause. Behavioural regulation then becomes 

central to ensuring moral probity, because it removes any prospect of temptation to the illicit based in 

desire for the youth.  

 

2.2. Gazing Upon the Amrad and (Anti-)Sufi Morality  

2.2.1 A Sexual Sin: Nihāyat al-arab 

The section of Nihāyat under study in this thesis bears a heavy intertextual debt to Dhamm.399 The 

chapters in Nihāyat are clustered into 4 thematic groups: the causes and signs of love (8 chapters, 

including a discussion of the problematic nature of the gaze in general), love-death, suicide and 

murder (8 chapters), sexual morality (7 chapters) and poetry (1 chapter). The chapter headings of the 

middle two groups correspond with the same chapters in Dhamm in order (with a couple of chapters 

omitted), with one exception: gazing upon the amrad. This chapter is taken out of its context in 

Dhamm (part of a string of chapters on gazing) and replaced in between discussions of zināʾ and 

liwāṭ, suggesting that gazing upon youths, as opposed to gazing in general, is specifically singled out 

as morally concerning, and dealt with among a string of sexual behaviours, constructing a moral 

proximity between illicit sexual intercourse and gazing upon youths. This chapter is entitled “on 

prohibiting (al-nahy ʿan) gazing at youths and sitting with them,” echoing the doctrine of “enjoining 

the good and prohibiting what is evil (wa-l-nahy ʿan al-munkar)”, and is suffused with a religious and 

 
399 Giffen 1971, 146–7 and Muhanna 2018, 69.  



 109 

moral tone, deriving from its selection of material (ḥadīth texts, legal opinions, words of early 

pietistic figures).  

Al-Nuwayrī cites both the ḥadīths and religious-legal discourse already discussed above and 

backs this account up with a series of anecdotes.400 In one anecdote, Bishr ibn al-Ḥārith (d.c.226/840), 

renowned early ascetic, reveals his fear of looking at the face of a beardless youth:401  

 

وعن يعقوب بن سوال قال كنا عند أبي نصر بشر بن الحارث فوقفت عليه جارية ما رأينا أحسن منها فقالت يا شيخ أين مكان باب  

باب حرب ثم جاء بعدها غلام فسأله فقال له يا شيخ أين مكان باب حرب فأطرق بشر فرد  حرب فقال لها هذا الباب الذي يقال له 

عليه الغلام السؤال فغمضه عينيه فقلنا للغلام أي شيء تريد فقال باب حرب فقلنا بين يديك فلما غاب قلنا يا أبا نصر جاءتك  

ن  اان الثوري أنه قال مع الجارية شيطان ومع الغلام شيطانجارية فأجبتها وكلمتها وجاءك غلام فلم تكلمه فقال نعم يروى عن سفي

 فخشيت على نفسي من شيطانيه 

 

Yaʿqūb ibn Sawwāl said, “One day we were with Abū Naṣr Bishr ibn al-Ḥārith when the most 

beautiful young woman we had ever seen came up to him and said, ‘Sir, where is Bāb Ḥarb?’ He 

replied, ‘This gate before you is Bāb Ḥarb’. Afterwards, a young lad came up to him and asked 

him [the same question], saying, ‘Sir, where can I find Bāb Ḥarb?’ At his point, Bishr bowed his 

head and so the boy repeated his question, whereupon Bishr shielded his eyes from him. We then 

asked the boy, ‘What is it that you want?’ He said, ‘Bāb Ḥarb.’ We replied, ‘You’re looking at it!’ 

When he had gone away, we asked Abū Naṣr, ‘A young woman came to you and you answered 

her and spoke with her, but when the boy came to you, you didn’t speak to him?’ He said, ‘Yes, 

Sufyān al-Thawrī once said, ‘A young woman comes with one devil, but a boy comes with two’ 

and I feared for my soul because of his two devils!’  

 

This anecdote compares the beardless boy directly with a beautiful woman. Bishr’s actions, covering 

his eyes, aligns with Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s demand to avert the gaze and demonstrates this 

behavioural norm in-action. However, Bishr allows himself to gaze upon the woman, which appears 

to suggest that Bishr is more concerned regarding his interactions with the boy. In a very similar 

 
400 al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:217-8. 
401 Ibid, 2:217.  
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anecdote, the early pietistic figure Abū al-Sāʾib is quoted by al-Nuwayrī saying that one beardless 

youth is more scary for the worshipper (akhwaf ʿalā al-ʿābid) than seventy virgins (sabʿīn ʿadhrāʾ).402 

Much as explained by Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, we might see the boy as doubly dangerous, as 

having the “second devil”, precisely because the feeling of emotion evoked through the gaze upon 

him cannot be cured in a licit manner, unlike the gaze upon the woman, which always theoretically 

has the possibility of a cure through licit sexual intercourse. It is not necessarily that Bishr suggests 

that he (or others) is more likely to fall in love with the boy because they are more attractive, although 

this is also entirely plausible, but that the consequences of that love, and specifically the options open 

to the person who experiences it, are more dangerous and more likely to implicate the gazer in an 

illicit act, given there is no licit resolution available. 

 Al-Nuwayrī then cites another early Sufi figure, Abū Saʿīd al-Kharrāz (d.c.279/890), who 

says that he was speaking to Iblīs in a dream.403 Iblīs tells al-Kharrāz that he has managed to move 

beyond the baser desires that Iblīs usually uses to deceive ascetics like him, this being the phenomenal 

world (dunyā). However, Iblīs notes he has one trick (laṭīfa) left up his sleeve: companionship with 

youths (suḥbat al-aḥdāth). Here, Iblīs is framed, as is often the case in moralistic discourses, as a 

trickster, tempting individuals to diverge from the remembrance of God and moral behaviour.404 In 

claiming that attraction to the boy is his final, most potent trick to divert the attention of the ascetic 

away from the divine and towards the phenomenal, Iblīs frames the boy as an object of considerable 

phenomenal beauty, capable of enticing even the most ascetically-minded individuals, who have 

renounced all other worldly pleasures. We can interpret the anecdote in two senses, then: 

 
402 Al-Nuwayrī 1924, 218. This anecdote is part of a broader motif that runs across different genres in pre-

modern Arabic literature which compares the merits of boys and women as sexual partners, the most famous of 

which is al-Jāḥiẓ’s Mufākharat al-jawārī wa-l-ghilmān; see Rosenthal 1999.  
403 Al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:217–8. This anecdote is also cited in Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 247; see also Ritter 2003, 

467; Schimmel 1979, 131; Awn 1983, 75; Salamah-Qudsi 2018, 222. As Salamah-Qudsi says, in certain 

recensions, although not in these compilations, we see the commentary made by al-Kharrāz, this being “that 

‘only few Sufis were able to avoid that behaviour’”, 2018, 222.  
404 This is perhaps most evident in the lengthy tracts written about the Devil’s trickery, notably Ibn al-Jawzī’s 

Talbīs Iblīs and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s Ighāthat al-lahfān fī maṣāʾid shayṭān. Ibn al-Jawzī writes at length 

on the talbīs of gazing upon youths; see Ibn al-Jawzī 1999a, 325–354. Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah uses the 

Devil’s trickery as the central motif around which he elaborates a complex “spiritual cardiology”, to borrow 

Ingenito’s terminology regarding al-Ghazālī’s thought (2020, 352–84), premised around the health and sickness 

(ṣiḥḥah and maraḍ) of the heart, occasioned through the commitment of moral or sinful behaviour respectively, 

see Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 1996, in particular 1:42–92. See also Lange, “Devil (Satan)” EI3 
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companionship with youths is a source of religious immorality and associated with Iblīs’s arsenal of 

tricks, on the one hand, and a source of moral concern because of the potency of the desire that the 

youth can evoke.  

 In citing these three anecdotes, al-Nuwayrī is framing his discussion of gazing upon youths in 

particular around the words and actions of renunciant ascetics. The speakers (Bishr, al-Kharrāz, Abū 

al-Sāʾib) are all significant pious figures who were either very early figures in the emergence of 

Baghdadi Sufism or were later assimilated into the Sufi tradition’s writing of its own history as 

authoritative voices on Sufi orthopraxy.405 Abū al-Sāʾib was a very early Sufi and companion of al-

Junayd (d.298/910), the most significant figure from the Baghdadi Sufi school.406 Al-Kharrāz lived at 

the same time as al-Junayd and became an authoritative figure in later Sufi writings.407 Bishr al-Ḥāfī 

was assimilated by Sufis, primarily through the Sufi biographical tradition, into the first generation of 

proto-Sufis;408 this does not mean that Bishr’s viewpoints neatly mapped onto early Sufism and, as 

Cooperson has shown, his views were much closer to those of Aḥmad ibn Ḥanbal than was made out 

in Sufi biographies of him.409 Likewise, Raddetz has argued that despite wide divergences between 

Sufyān al-Thawrī’s opinions and Sufi thought, later Sufis often used him as an authority, as indeed 

Bishr does here.410  

 Al-Nuwayrī did not cite these stories of ascetics accidentally. Much has already been written 

about the historical practice of gazing among Sufis and the many different epistemological 

foundations on which Sufi theorists adopted or rejected the gaze as a spiritual practice.411 As Ritter 

notes, across the Sufi anecdotal tradition we find many examples of “individual Sufis who were struck 

 
405 For a survey of the Sufi biographical tradition and its construction of a history see Mojadeddi 2001; 

Karamustafa 2007, 83–108. 
406 Al-Dhahabī 1981-8, 16:47. On al-Junayd, see Karamustafa 2007, 15–8.  
407 See Saab 2003 for an analysis of his relationship to Sufism.  
408 Cooperson 2000, 154–87, in particular 156, 158–64.  
409 Cooperson 2000, 185–6.  
410 Raddetz “Sufyān al-Thawrī” EI2 
411 See e.g. El-Rouayheb 2005, 95–110; Ritter 2003, 448–519; Salamah-Qudsi 2018, 215–61; Miller 2018; 

Ze’evi 2006, 77–98; Ingenito 2020, 71–2 and 450–88; Zargar 2011; Ridgeon 2012; Ridgeon 2017; Schimmel 

1979, in particular 131–134. As Salamah-Qudsi notes, “there is no systematic discourse” in Sufism on this 

topic; 2018, 261. On Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s critiques of Sufi naẓar, see Bell 1979a, 139–44; his discussion 

of Sufi gazing is largely found in Ighāthat al-lahfān, al-Dāʾ wa-l-dawāʾ and Madārij al-sālikīn rather than 

Rawḍat, which tends towards a more generalising morality; I discuss Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s position in 

more detail in tandem with Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s in 2.2.2.  
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by the beauty of a boy or a youth, i.e. admired in that beauty the reflection of God's beauty or His art 

of creation”.412 Among some Sufis, the phenomenal world became a space in which one could 

perceive the “witness” (shāhid) of God through creation. This “shāhid” was most frequently, although 

not exclusively, embodied by the male youth.413 Human life was configured by these Sufis as “a 

search for divine beauty” because “all beauty found in this world is a reminder of God’s beauty” and 

brings the Sufi closer to God, allowing him to contemplate the divine.414 As argued by Ingenito, for 

some Sufis, “no magisterial understanding of the divine can take place in the heart of the believer 

without having mastered the process of a profound aesthetic appreciation for the forms of the 

world”.415 The phenomenal world became a playground in which to sharpen one’s aesthetic senses 

and prepare the self for love of the divine; in part because of this, Sufis adopted the self-same ʿudhrī 

anecdotes which populate the compilations under study in this thesis as bases for their own spiritual 

and emotional morality, seeing within them exempla (amthāl) of the emotional states of the Sufi 

aspirant, in particular the overwhelming experience of love (maḥabbah) and longing (shawq) 

common to characters like Majnūn and Jamīl.416  

Within Sufism, however, the notion of the phenomenal shāhid to divine beauty was 

controversial since its inception. As Ritter argues, orthodox Sufis were often cautious in their 

description of this aspect of Sufi worship and “did not say they revered the attribute of divine beauty 

 
412 Ritter 2003, 507. 
413 Sufis were most famous for gazing at youthful boys, following the Prophet’s description of Gabriel 

appearing in the form of Diḥya al-Kalbī; Ritter 2003, 462–3; Schimmel 1979, 130–1; Bauer 2014, 118–7; El-

Rouayheb 2005, 95–9 and 103–4. As Schimmel notes (1979, 130), “women were generally seen as the lowest 

rung on the spiritual ladder”, and it became normal for Sufis to use boys as objects of contemplation because of 

the perception that they had greater spiritual potential than women. However, this was not consistent across the 

Sufi tradition. Ibn al-ʿArabī, to whose thought I turn in 2.2.2, was a proponent of gazing upon women and 

young girls and his Tarjumān al-ashwāq is supposedly focused on his encounter with the beautiful Niẓām, a 

young woman, at the ḥajj, Lewisohn 2014, 176; Shaikh 2012, 59; Zargar 2011, 67-69 notes that the beautiful 

woman was actually Ibn al-ʿArabī’s primary locus of divine contemplation and understood by him as the 

highest ideal of beauty. As Shaikh argues, “in Ibn Arabi’s depictions, Nizam epitomizes some of the most 

significant ungendered attributes of human refinement while being a real embodied woman”. The sensualised 

and erotic depiction of women as objects of love in Ibn al-ʿArabī’s work led his detractors to accuse him of 

“dissembling erotic and sensual love to preserve his reputation” (i.e. conflating spiritual contemplation with 

shahwah) which, ultimately, led him to write Dhakhāʾir al-ʿalāq explaining his interpretation of the 

interrelation between the phenomenal and the divine through the embodied human. Shaikh 2012, 104-5; Zargar 

2013; Hoffman-Ladd 1992, 88–92.  
414 Murata 2018, 82. 
415 Ingenito 2020, 281.  
416 Orfali 2017, 201–2. As an example, see e.g. Ibn al-ʿArabī 1911. See also Hilāl 1960, 193–226; Alharthi 

2021, 44–5.  
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in a beautiful face but that they wanted to fathom the creative art of God by gazing contemplatively at 

His creation, which thus allows God's transcendence to be preserved as demanded by orthodoxy”.417 

More conservative Sufi authors, like Hujvīrī (d.464/1072) or al-Qushayrī (d.376/986), condemned the 

notion of gazing upon youths; much of the concern was that those who engaged in what would come 

to be termed witness-play (shāhid-bāzī), a form of theo-erotic worship in which Sufis would gaze 

upon the phenomenal world and contemplate the divine,418 did not uphold God’s transcendence 

appropriately and instead saw God as immanent, collapsing Him with the phenomenal world. Sufi 

critiques of gazing upon youths often coalesced around the proximity of shāhid-bāzī to the heretical 

doctrine of ḥulūl (anthropomorphism), in which God is alleged to “take up residence” in people.419 

Hujvīrī noted that he had seen “ignorant persons who suspected the Sufis of the crime in question and 

regarded them with abhorrence” even though “all” the real Sufi shaykhs have always “recognised the 

wickedness of such practices, which the adherents of incarnation (ḥulūliyān) – may God curse them! – 

have left as a stigma on the saints of God and the aspirants to Sufism.”420 Al-Qushayrī calls it “one of 

the most difficult evils on this path [of Sufism]” (min aṣʿab al-āfāt fī hādhihi al-ṭarīq[ah]) because 

the heart that does it is preoccupied with the phenomenal world rather than with God (shugila bi-

makhlūqin), making it the counterpart of idolatry and heresy (naẓīr al-shirk wa-qarīn al-kufr).421 These 

orthodox Sufis, writing in the formative period of Sufism, were quick to defend their Sufism from 

accusations of ḥulūl. Many of the most orthodox Sufi voices, like those of al-Qushayrī or Hujvīrī, 

were writing in a period of time in which Sufism remained a marginalized branch of Islamic worship, 

susceptible to attack from traditionalist figures;422 their writings, which attest to their attempt to 

legitimate Sufi practices within the boundaries of Islamic orthodoxy and tended to reject the most 

heterodox and antinomian practices common to certain Sufis of their era, including gazing upon 

youths.423 

 
417 Ritter 2003, 473.  
418 Ibid, 472.  
419 Ibid, 463; Karamustafa 2007, 157–8; Ernst 1985, 120–2; Ze’evi 2006, 83–8.  
420 Hujvīrī 1959 416–7; As Ritter has argued, it is highly questionable if such a group as the ḥulūliyān described 

by Hujvīrī ever actually existed, Ritter 2003, 470–1. 
421 Al-Qushayrī 1990, 362 
422 Ritter 2003, 484–91.  
423 Karamustafa 2007, 87–96; see also Mojadeddi 2001 and Cooperson 2000, 157–86. By the time of our 

compilations, however, it is “not at all convincing” that there is any artificial separation between Sufism and “an 
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  Within parallel, non-Sufi adab works, stories that depicted Sufis engaging in the open 

expression of their sexual desire for youths proliferated; as Salamah-Qudsi notes, “works of proper 

adab, like those of al-Jāḥiẓ, al-Tanūkhī and Abū Ḥayyān al-Tawḥīdī as well as Arabic works on the 

theory of love”, by which she means the kinds of compilations that form the core of this study, 

“contain references to Sufis or famous scholars who did not refrain from expressing their erotic 

inclination towards beardless boys”.424  

Indeed, the act of gazing was really one strand in a wider critique of Sufi social and 

interpersonal behaviours and customs, often subsumed into the subject of Sufi companionship with 

youths (ṣuḥbat al-aḥdāth) (3.2.2), which is the term Iblīs uses in the anecdote in which he attempts to 

tempt al-Kharrāz, and the term Ibn al-Jawzī uses to critique Sufi sexual mores.425 On the historical 

level, companionship between Sufi masters and Sufi aspirants became ubiquitous in Sufi circles, and 

central to the propagation of Sufi teachings between generations; mystical orders developed into 

communities within which erotic interactions between men could and did take place, part of the 

“social context of pederasty”, with several communities (e.g. the Muṭāwiʿah, a Sufi order famed for 

pederasty) being particularly associated with the types of male-youth interaction that “did not 

conform to the Platonic ideal” through which ṣuḥbah was originally theorised, generating a 

considerable amount of anxiety both within certain strains of Sufi thought (2.2.2) and among non-

Sufis.426  

During the period the compilers were writing, Sufism and “Sufi activism”, to use Petry’s 

terminology for the more proselytising sphere of Sufi activity, “mushroomed” and became a 

 
imagined orthodoxy”; Hofer 2015, 13–5; Knysh 1993; El-Rouayheb 2005, 39. That is not to say that there were 

no Sufi groups (e.g. the Qalandars) in this period who were viewed with suspicion by mainstream society for 

their adoption of heterodox practices (Karamustafa 1994, in particular 52–6), nor that there was no intra-Sufi 

condemnation of different approaches to worship.  
424 Salamah-Qudsi 2018, 227; see e.g. al-Sarrāj 2018, 201–2, 500; Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 247.  
425 Salamah-Qudsi 2018, 224-7 and 236–7; Malamud 1996, 106–8; El-Rouayheb 2005, 36–9. For the social 

context of the shaykh-murīd relationship in fourteenth-century Cairo, see Berkey 1992, 34–9; Chittick 1989, 

271–4 describes the theoretical principles of the relationship between master and aspirant. 
426 El-Rouayheb 2005, 36–9; Salamah-Qudsi 2018, 225; Ibn al-Jawzī 1999a, 325–342. Parallel to this, the 

relationship underwent a process of eroticisation within certain strains of Sufi literature itself; see Kars 2018, 

80–1 on the lexical depiction of ṣuḥbah as a relationship of love within pre-modern Sufi literature. This is one 

aspect of the discursive phenomenon whereby “socially and politically useful ties” were conceived in terms of 

“love”, Chamberlain 1994, 114. The socio-political expression of love is perhaps most clearly exemplified 

through the panegyric depiction of the poet’s relationship to the Sultan through the language of love and desire, 

on which see e.g., Ingenito 2020, 92–8 and 109–32. 
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ubiquitous cultural, religious and social phenomenon, found across the Sultanate and at all levels of 

public life in both urban and rural society.427 Society was partially receptive to the increased presence 

of Sufi institutions and actors because of “regime sponsorship” but was perhaps more deeply so 

because Sufi religiosity was increasingly tangible and accessible for common people because more 

and more Sufi lodges (khānqāh) were being built and Sufi masters were increasingly prominent in 

public life.428 By the fifteenth century, Sufis “had completely penetrated religious and cultural life” 

and were able to “acquire qualifications that allowed them to hold juridical and administrative 

positions” only further integrating Sufism into the cultural centre.429 In both cities, controversial but 

recognisably Sufi activities, like gazing at beardless youths or consuming hashish or dancing, 

consequently became increasingly visible, even if they were “viewed with derision and disdain among 

certain sectors of society”, among them our compilers.430  

Over the centuries, gazing upon youths as a form of theo-erotic worship in the form of 

witness-play had gone from being a controversial and heterodox subject within Sufism, as it is 

portrayed by al-Qushayrī and Hujvīrī, to a common doctrine and practice. Many of the practice’s most 

vociferous defenders, like Awḥad al-Dīn Kirmānī (d.640/1242) or Aḥmad Ghazālī (d.c.520/1126), 

and moralists, like Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī (d.505/1111), lived in the previous couple of centuries to 

our compilers. Increasingly, gazing became practised within the samāʿ gathering, which took place in 

a controlled setting within a khānqāh.431 This samāʿ gathering was a space in which Sufi aspirants 

 
427 Petry 2022, 153–4; Hofer 2015; see also al-Musawi 2014, 281–6. 
428 Petry 2022, 153–4, 273; Hofer 2015, 35–104; Fernandes 1988, 20–47; Ephrat and Mahamid 2015, 207; 

Ephrat has more recently argued that in Ayyubid-era Damascus, “what came to be known as Sufism developed 

into a sub-field of cultural production within which those who monopolize the specific cultural capital devise 

strategies of sustaining and perpetuating their command” Ephrat 2021, 3. 
429 Behrens-Abousseif 2019, 21; Behrens-Abousseif 2011.  
430 Hofer 2015, 1. On hashish consumption and its relationship to pre-modern Sufism, see Rosenthal 2014, 131–

334.  
431 Ritter 2003, 487-91; Ingenito 2020, 224–6 and 480–5; on Kirmānī, see Ridgeon 2017 and Ridgeon 2012, 13–

17; on Aḥmad al-Ghazālī and shāhid-bāzī, see Lumbard 2016, 106–7 and Pourjavady 2005. On the historical 

development of ʿishq as a Sufi doctrine, see Lumbard 2007. On samāʿ, see Gribetz 1991; Avery 2004; Ingenito 

2020, in particular 224–6 and 480–8; Lewisohn 1997; Orfali 2017; Ritter 2003, 507–17; Nielson 2021, 129–34. 

Melchert argues for the emergence of samāʿ after the 8th century, 2020, 107. This does not mean that (i) gazing 

upon youths only took place here (ii) that all Sufis agreed with the practice of gazing during the samāʿ or (iii) 

that if the compilers under study in this thesis talk about Sufis gazing they are only talking about samāʿ; the 

samāʿ goes unmentioned in the compilations of this corpus.   
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would gaze upon the beardless youth, listen to music and practice dhikr (remembrance of God) or 

dance in an attempt to come closer to the divine and contemplate the supernal.432  

Ze’evi has suggested that the sensorially charged samāʿ gathering “produced an irresistible 

erotic mixture … the bodily contact occurring so often during the samāʿ was sometimes used as an 

excuse to touch, embrace, fondle and explore one’s beautiful beloved.”433 It is tempting, as Ze’evi 

does in his reading of Ottoman-era Sufi practices, to suggest that interactions within the samāʿ 

gathering between an older male Sufi and a youth dissemble some erotic content through some kind 

of pretext or excuse, that the older male uses the samāʿ for sexual purposes. This argument rests on 

the basic assumption that erotic or sexual contact in this setting does not or cannot simultaneously 

include a theological or spiritual dimension, that the theological or spiritual is lost when one uses it 

“as an excuse” to explore physical contact, that Sufi sexuality can, for some if not all Sufis, be 

reduced to a libidinal and licentious exercise in using spiritual pretexts for personal sexual 

gratification. However, thinkers of all stripes from the medieval tradition were highly cognizant of the 

ethical and erotic tensions produced by the embodied nature of this practice and were strenuous in the 

emphasis placed on maintaining ethical behaviours throughout the samāʿ gathering.434 This is not to 

say that the samāʿ gathering was never a space in which some Sufis did use the spiritual pretext as an 

erotic excuse to gain sexual gratification, or that such erotic interactions never happened; rather, it is 

to remember that the samāʿ gathering, and indeed phenomenal perception, was a varied phenomenon 

whose internal content might change considerably over centuries, across different geographical areas 

and between different orders, and contained multiple levels of meaning in certain Sufi psychologies 

that cannot be reduced to a simplistic chaste-erotic, spiritual-embodied binary.  

 Of course, anti-Sufi thinkers did write about the samāʿ in sexualised terms.435 In Ibn al-

Jawzī’s Talbīs Iblīs, he includes an entire chapter devoted to ṣuḥbat al-aḥdāth, in which he explores 

 
432 See Loevy 2018 on embodiment in Sufism.  
433 Ze’evi 2006, 83.  
434 See e.g. Ingenito’s discussion of Saʿdī’s “ethics” of shāhid-bāzī, 2021, 480–7; for similar considerations, see 

e.g. Zargar 2017, 145 on Suhrawardī; Avery 2004, 151–4 on al-Sarrāj.  
435 Not only anti-Sufi thinkers: al-Ghazālī, for example, was very concerned about people disguising themselves 

as Sufis in order to profit from the samāʿ gathering; see e.g Ingenito 2020, 317 
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and argues against Sufi practices.436 Ibn al-Jawzī’s criticism regarding ṣuḥbah relates to sexual 

concerns in two major ways. Firstly, ṣuḥbah was perceived as a locus in which immoral sexual and 

erotic relationships might flourish.437 Secondly, across Talbīs Iblīs, as in Dhamm (and later in 

Rawḍat), Ibn al-Jawzī, much like our compilers, is concerned that his readers conform to orthodox 

family norms; much more space is given over in his critique of Sufis leaving marriage behind (tark al-

nikāḥ) than their companionship with youths. One of his critiques of Sufis who associate with youths 

is that looking at young boys only came about because they “blocked themselves off” (saddū ʿalā 

anfusihim) from looking at women or being around them and busied themselves with piety, turning 

away from copulation and marriage (ishtaghalū bi-l-taʿabbud ʿan al-nikāḥ) such that companionship 

with young men happened among them through extreme acts of antinomian asceticism.438  

Returning to the anecdote concerning al-Kharrāz’s dream, we see a similar concern with 

ṣuḥbat al-aḥdāth being the final trick that Iblīs can tempt the ascetic or Sufi with; in other words, in 

this anecdote, the assumption is that, even if an ascetic has turned away from everything else in the 

phenomenal world (dunyā) that can tempt them, he remains susceptible to the charms of youths. The 

conventional interpretation of the anecdote remains centred on the generic susceptibility of Sufis to 

the charms and temptations of youths. Yet, considering the structure of Sufi life in the (much later) 

world about which and in which al-Nuwayrī was writing, we might also suggest that the anecdote 

could be interpreted practically. Companionship with youths – in the practical rather than theo-erotic 

 
436 Ibn al-Jawzī 1999a, 325–354. For an analysis of Ibn al-Jawzī’s seven-point criticism of shāhid-bāzī, see 

Ridgeon 2017, ch.4. 
437 Salamah-Qudsi 2018, 227.  
438 Ibn al-Jawzī 1999a, 326; Ibn al-Jawzī uses the same argument in Dhamm, in which he writes that pious 

worshippers and scholars (al-ʿābid wa-l-ʿālim) have secluded themselves away from women which leads to 

their seduction and temptation by boys; again he invokes satanic temptation and calls it “one of the greatest 

entryways to temptation” (bāb min aʿẓam abwāb al-fitan) Ibn al-Jawzī 2012, 90. Al-Jāḥiẓ likewise argued that 

the spread of homoerotic desire in the eighth century was due to segregation from women in military campaigns, 

see Rowson 2003a, 59. As I mentioned in 1.1.2, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawizyyah is similarly emphatic about the 

imperative to engage in marriage and sexual intercourse with one’s wife, noting in the same chapter that “al-

ʿuzūbah” (celibacy, perpetual bachelorhood) is not Islamic, given that the Prophet had fourteen wives; if one 

wants to live by “sunnat al-nabī” (the example of the Prophet), then “al-tabattul” (celibate asceticism) plays no 

part in that. The Prophet “kāna yakhtār al-nikāḥ wa-yaḥuthth ʿalayhi” (chose to get married and would urge 

[people] to follow suit), 2004, 185. He is also clear and forthright in his discussion of the duties of a husband to 

pleasure his wife sexually; this participates in a broader conversation in pre-modern Arabic literature concerning 

women’s sexual satisfaction and the responsibilities of a husband vis-à-vis his wife (1.1.2), Myrne 2020a, 13–44 

and Myrne 2020b, 182–206; Goitein 1979, 48–9. The emphatic nature of Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s defence of 

sexuality in marriage must be set against contemporary, largely Sufi, debates in which earthly union was 

sometimes described as a distraction from worship and the love of God; Schimmel 1979, 123–9; Salamah-Qudsi 

2018, 25–52.   
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sense - was largely “unavoidable” in the daily and communal life of Sufis in the period, which was 

centred on the Sufi lodge and spaces which were intergenerational by design, with aspirants learning 

from and spending time in the company of charismatic masters.439 In a practical sense, in the ways in 

which Sufis lived within larger communities and within the world around them, despite turning away 

from marriage and orthodox family life, and sublimating their energies into worship, as outlined by 

Ibn al-Jawzī, they inevitably remain open to temptation through their imbrication within networks and 

religious spaces that included and exposed them to young Sufi affiliates.  

Returning to al-Nuwayrī’s short chapter on gazing upon youths, what we see here is the 

articulation of moral ideas about behaviour that are embedded into their current moment and the 

current state of emotional life in the world around him. There are two aspects of his critique. Firstly, 

this is clearly a significant moral issue for him, given the fact that it is ordered between the most 

significant sexual sins (zināʾ and liwāṭ), adding a certain gravity to the subject and presenting it as one 

of a series of transgressive behavioural acts. Secondly, he adds an extra layer to the critique that we 

saw elaborated in the religious material in 2.1, which al-Nuwayrī cites alongside the anecdotes about 

ascetics. The religious materials are by their very nature general. The Prophet and other early pious 

Muslims from the salaf construct religious prohibitions on certain actions (sitting with youths, looking 

at them) which are then contextualised by the compilers as part of their moral disquisitions against 

these behavioural actions. These religious texts universalise the moral claim. Where al-Nuwayrī cites 

these anecdotes about ascetics, they too make a moral claim that is generalisable, this being that men 

should beware the temptations of youths and act in ways (e.g. covering their eyes) to avoid exposing 

themselves to those temptations. Wrapped up within that, however, is a focus on a specific group’s 

emotional practices. Al-Nuwayrī gathers together a series of iconic and revered figures from within 

the Sufi tradition, or at least who were assimilated by early Sufis into a Sufi lineage, in order to argue 

against forms of religiosity common among Sufis in the present day. It is as if al-Nuwayrī is asking 

ayna hādhā min Bishr al-Ḥāfī?!,440 decrying how far these practices have strayed and diverged from 

the examples set by the early figures of ascetic and renunciant piety. This is an account that is at one 

 
439 Salamah-Qudsi 2018, 260.  
440 I borrow this idea from Bauer 2013b, 5.  
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and the same time universalising and specifying, targeting the issue of gazing at youths as a moral ill 

and the specific manifestation of that moral ill among Sufis in the world around him.  

 

2.2.2 A Theological and Sexual Problem of the Era: Dīwān al-ṣabābah 

Ibn Abī Ḥajalah is much more explicit that his critique is focused on contemporary Sufi behaviour. In 

his twenty-ninth chapter, entitled “man ubtuliya min ahl al-zamān bi-ḥubb al-nisāʾ wa-l-ghilmān” 

(people of [our] day who have been afflicted by the love of women and youths), he writes a sustained 

critique of contemporary behavioural practices in love (4.1.2). Beginning with the problem of 

inconstancy in affection, he very quickly turns the subject to liwāṭ and the punishment attending the 

lūṭī in the Hereafter (1.2, 1.4). He then writes a “faṣl fī al-naẓar ilā wajh al-amrad” (section on gazing 

at the face of the beardless youth) before turning to women’s sexuality, in particular siḥāq (4.1). 

Much like al-Nuwayrī, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah groups together the gaze upon beardless youths with liwāṭ, 

siḥāq and zināʾ amongst the most serious of sexual sins and locates these sins within the 

contemporary emotional world.441  

 After including the same set of ḥadīth texts and conservative opinions, as well as the anecdote 

concerning Abū Saʿīd al-Kharrāz, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah introduces a fairly well-known anecdote from the 

Sufi tradition into his compilation, in which a Sufi master, Ibn al-Jallāʾ (d.306/918-9), is, to quote 

Salamah-Qudsi, “implicated in … an erotic glance”:442 

 

وحكى أبو عبد الله أحمد ابن الجلاء قال كنت أمشي مع أستاذي فرأيت حدثا جميل الصورة فقلت أترى يعذب الله هذه الصورة  

فنسيت القرآن بعد عشرين سنة ومن المعلوم أن النظر إلى الأمرد يوقع في سكرة  بالنار فقال أو نظرت إليه سوف ترى غبها قال 

مْ يَعمَْهُونَ{ فالنظر كأس من خمر والعشق هو سكر ذلك العشق كما قال تعالى عن عشاق الصور }لَعَمْرُكَ إِنَّهُمْ لَفِي سَكْرَتِهِ 

ران العشق لم يفق إلا وهو من عساكر الأمواتالشراب وسكر العشق أعظم من سكر الخمر فإن سكران الخمر يفيق وسك  

 

 
441 The same is true of al-Dhahabī, who includes a discussion of gazing upon youths in his chapter on liwāṭ, 

alongside siḥāq, describing them all as “kabāʾir” (major sins); 1987, 68–9.  
442 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 247. See, for example, Hujvīrī 1959, 134-5; al-Qushayrī 2017, 162. The anecdote has 

been expurgated from al-Qushayrī 1990. It also appears in two versions in Ibn al-Jawzī 1999a, 341; Ritter 2003, 

480; Salamah-Qudsi 2018, 255-7 for a discussion of this anecdote.  
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Abū ʿAbd Allāh Aḥmad ibn al-Jallāʾ said, “One day, I was walking with my master and I saw a 

beautiful youth, so I said, ‘Do you think God will punish this beautiful image with fire?’ My 

master said, ‘But you are the one who looked at it, and so you will reap the consequences.’” [Ibn 

al-Jallāʾ] then said, “At that, I then forgot the Qur’an after [having known it by heart for] twenty 

years.” It is known that looking at youths makes one fall into the drunkenness of passionate love, 

as God said about the lovers of forms, (Q15/al-Ḥijr:72) “By your [Muḥammad’s] life, they 

wandered blindly in their drunkenness”. The gaze is a cup of wine, and passionate love is the 

intoxicant in that drink. The drunkenness of love is greater than the drunkenness of wine, 

however, for those who are drunk on wine sober up, but rarely does one get over passionate love 

unless they join the ranks of the dead.  

 

Ibn al-Jallāʾ lived at the same time as al-Junayd. Al-Sulamī reports that he was a companion of Dhū 

al-Nūn al-Miṣrī (d.c.245/895) and was a teacher of al-Duqqī (d.366/977).443 Al-Qushayrī notes that 

Ibn al-Jallāʾ was also a companion of the aforementioned Bishr ibn al-Ḥārith.444 He was a recognised 

early Sufi master who was a sporadic source of orthodox Sufi wisdom across the emergence of the 

Sufi tradition, in which this anecdote is frequently cited as part of his biography. The characters and 

message imparted by the anecdote are unstable, however. Ibn al-Jawzī cites both Abū ʿAbdallāh al-

Balkhī (d.319/931) and Abū Bakr al-Daqqāq (d.392/1002) as the Sufi masters who warn Ibn al-Jallāʾ 

of his impending punishment.445 Hujvīrī identifies Ibn al-Jallāʾ as the Sufi aspirant and al-Junayd as 

the Sufi master.446 The anecdote is also found in al-Makkī’s (d.437/1045) Qūt al-Qulūb with the roles 

reversed; Ibn al-Jallāʾ is the figure who rebukes an anonymous Sufi for looking at the boy.447 

Salamah-Qudsi suggests that Hujvīrī’s narrative “was more authentic” than that of al-Makkī, because 

al-Makkī wanted to save the established Sufi from condemnation, given his belief in al-satr ʿan al-

 
443 al-Sulamī 1960, 166, 362; it is unlikely that he was able to be a companion with Dhū al-Nūn al-Miṣrī, given 

that Ibn al-Jallāʾ died roughly sixty years after him; al-Duqqī died some sixty years after him, making any deep 

pedagogical relationship between the pair implausible.  
444 al-Qushayrī 1990, 404–5; the dates of their deaths do coalesce, such that this is plausible.  
445 Ibn al-Jawzī, Talbīs, 274; neither of these figures are plausible teachers of Ibn al-Jallāʾ, who lived a 

generation before al-Balkhī and at least two generations before al-Daqqāq.  
446 Hujvīrī 1959, 134-5 
447 Al-Makkī 1996, 3:13-4. 
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ikhwān, which she translates as “concealing the bad behaviour” of his fellow Sufis.448 As Salamah-

Qudsi herself suggests, the “historical accuracy is somewhat doubtful”, given that it follows the tale-

type of “serious punishment that follows a forbidden glance”.449   

This quest for “historical accuracy” is far too simplistic, and falls into the trap of using 

literary sources as raw data for historical events.450 As Bray suggests, in the manifold permutations 

that some anecdotes take across time, a “stable repertory of functions ... or situations ... or 

psychological attitudes,” - in this instance, the narrative outline of the Sufi aspirant who is punished 

for their illicit glance - may be “hitched to a variable set of events, dates, and chronological schemes 

and perhaps because of this, the identities of the historical actors are mutable.”451 Here, Ibn al-Jallāʾ 

becomes by turns the master and the aspirant, the condemner and the sinner, but the situation and 

psychological attitude remain stable. Across its different appearances, the anecdote is put to use to 

make particular points and, consequently, portrays Ibn al-Jallāʾ in different ways.  

In Sufi discourses, the anecdote has a largely positive interpretation and is central to Ibn al-

Jallāʾ’s experiential learning of Sufi thought and practice: he uses this moment of inattention as the 

spur to deepen his understanding of the relationship between the Sufi, the phenomenal world and the 

divine, and the importance of not looking at beautiful faces, as well as of practising repentance. In 

Kashf al-maḥjūb, after having looked at the boy and found him beautiful, al-Junayd responds that:452 

 

 

از موجودات  نفس است کی برا برين می دارد نه نظاره  عبرت کی اگر با عبرت می نگری اندر هر ذره ای پسر اين بازارچه  

اندر حال   د ردانيگ بهمين اعجوبه موجود است اما زود باشد کی تو بدين بی حرمتی معذب کردی گفت چون جنبد روی از من 

ه  توبه کردم تا قرآن به دست آوردم اکنون زهره  آن ندارم ک و یتعال یخدالها می استعانت خواستم از ساقرآن فراموش کردم تا 

 .ان کرد  عيضا ايوقت خود را بنظر اندر اش ايز موجودات التفات کنم ا زيچ چيبه ه

 
448 Salamah-Qudsi 2018, 257; a more appropriate translation of this ethical principle would be ‘turning a blind 

eye’ to the faults of fellow Muslims, following Rosenthal’s “social philosophy” of concealing sin; Rosenthal 

1979, 22. Ibn Abī Ḥajalah, another Sufi, does not do this, but rather uses the anecdote as part of his moral 

argument against other Sufis with whom he has profound theological disagreements.  
449 Salamah-Qudsi 2018, 256.  
450 For a discussion of the methodological problems of using hagiographical and biographical anecdotes as 

history, see Bashir 2011, 2–9; Sahner 2018, 4–5, 8–11; Bray 2010a, 237–53, in particular 237–9, 244, 253. 
451 Bray 2010b, 195 
452 Hujvīrī 1957, 169-70; Hujvīrī 1959, 135.  
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“O boy, this is a trick of the soul, not a glance from which one can derive a lesson. If you look 

[upon the world] with care, the same wonder can be found in every atom of the universe. Soon 

may you be tormented for this disrespect.” When Junayd turned away from me, I immediately 

forgot the Qur’an and I did not remember it again until I had for years beseeched God to help me 

and had repented for my sin. Now I do not pay attention to any object of the universe (i.e. any 

created object) or waste my time by looking at things. 

 

Through the commentary appended onto the story, the doctrinal and biographical function of the 

anecdote becomes clear: this experience as a young man teaches the Sufi aspirant that the illicit glance 

is sinful and that the beautiful object of that glance is merely a transitory and impermanent “trick of 

the soul” which is found in “every atom”, not a witness of the divine. Juxtaposed with this anecdote in 

Hujvīrī’s account of Ibn al-Jallāʾ life, which only further contributes to the wider elaboration of 

Hujvīrī’s consistent ideological position against the gaze,453 we find another of his sayings: “the might 

of the gnostic is fixed on his Lord; he does not pay attention to anything else” revealing his 

internalisation of al-Junayd’s dictum.454 Likewise, al-Qushayrī presents Ibn al-Jallāʾ as a figure whose 

primary identity and religious authority is concerned with turning away from the phenomenal world, 

with his quotations used to explain and exemplify the doctrines of faqr (poverty), zuhd (asceticism) 

and, importantly, ruʾyah (spiritual vision).455 The anecdote, in other words, is a biographical building 

block, representing a moment of experiential learning, which allows for the Sufi to acquire the 

knowledge necessary to then become a master. Across the Sufi tradition, Ibn al-Jallāʾ therefore 

becomes a didactic example of a Sufi whose (in)attention to his terrestrial actions caused him to 

deepen his understanding of the Sufi’s supposed relationship with the world; for the aspirant Sufi 

reader, this revelation of the fallacy of even a grand master must have been encouraging, allowing the 

reader to understand their failures are part of the pedagogical process.456  

 
453 Hujvīrī 1959, 169 Ritter 2003, 471 
454 Hujvīrī 1959, 134. 
455 al-Qushayrī 1990, 274, 277, 371 and 403; his tarjamah is 403–4. 
456 As Salamah-Qudsi notes, the anecdote in the Sufi tradition is focused on “deep repentance” and showing 

beginners that even masters make mistakes; Salamah-Qudsi 2018, 257.  
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 In Dīwān al-ṣabābah, we can detect no such positive or pedagogical interpretation, but rather 

a moral imperative; after all, this anecdote has been positioned within a chapter dedicated to the 

“quṣārā” (extreme limits) that the people in his day go to in their sexual proclivities.457 Of course, 

despite being a Sufi, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah is not writing for a Sufi audience or about the Sufi’s relationship 

with the divine, in particular, unlike Hujvīrī, al-Makkī or al-Qushayrī, and not using the anecdote as a 

didactic or pedagogical example of learning about correct Sufi practice. In a discussion about 

wayward sexual morality, and in a non-Sufi analysis and exposition of the manifestation of profane 

love between humans, Ibn al-Jallāʾ is rather understood as having engaged in a sexualised act based 

on the (homo)erotic attraction of the older Sufi for the young boy; the interaction is reframed as a 

profane expression of desire, and his punishment puts a fitting end to his transgression, rather than 

serving as a learning moment which enhances his (and the Sufi reader’s) understanding of cosmology. 

Ultimately, the moral that is learnt is that God is watching and all-knowing of the human’s sexual 

activities and will take action to punish immoral behaviour, a moral we have already seen in a 

different context in 1.2.2. 

Moreover, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s commentary (from “it is known”), when compared to Hujvīrī’s, 

makes it clear the intended interpretation of the anecdote in context. Here, he cites and alters a section 

form Rawḍat, without attribution. In the original, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah said that iṭlāq al-baṣar 

(giving free reign to the gaze) led to the drunkenness of love.458 The generic in Rawḍat is specified in 

Dīwān al-ṣabābah; giving free reign to the gaze (iṭlāq al-baṣar) is turned into gazing upon youths (al-

naẓar ilā al-amrad). Much as was the case in Nihāyat, the male youth is singled out as a particularly 

problematic object of the gaze and tied to the earthly behaviour of a renowned Sufi.  

 
457 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 241.  
458 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 101. The rest of the quotation (until ‘dead’) is the same. When cited in this 

context by Ibn Abī Ḥajalah, the anecdote takes on further rhetorical significance in the condemnation of a Sufi’s 

morality by alluding to intoxication as a metaphor for emotional experience. Within Sufi discourse, the language 

of intoxication was very prevalent. The terminology of “drunkenness” (sukr, focused on giving in to one’s 

experience of mystical ecstasy) and “sobriety” (sahw, characterized by self-restraint and self-control) were used 

to construct a typology of spiritual experience and Sufi embodiment; Mojaddedi 2003, 7–8; Deighton 2021, 1–

3; Ernst 1985, 49; Saab “Intoxication in Ṣūfism” (EI3). Moreover, within Sufi poetry, which drew considerably 

from the khamriyyah (wine poetry) and ghazal (love poetry) genres, intoxication became a motif for divine love; 

see Kueny 2001, 105–13.  
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The commentary, both in Rawḍat and in Dīwān al-ṣabābah, makes use of a sustained 

metaphor comparing the gaze to a cup of alcohol and love to the intoxicant within the alcohol, which 

continued to be used in discussions of love until the eighteenth century.459 El-Rouayheb argues that 

conservative scholars (of the “deflationary” position which tied love to sexual desire, as do the 

compilers under study in this thesis) used this metaphor as a way of saying that “passionate love was 

simply the consequence of transgressing the religious prohibition of looking at attractive women and 

boys, in much the same way that intoxication could be the outcome of flaunting (sic) the religious ban 

on drinking alcohol”.460 However, the metaphor also poses a moral problem of choice that aligns with 

the moral norms laid out across Rawḍat concerning the gaze (2.1). In order to suffer the intoxication 

of the alcohol, one has to choose to drink it. The same, of course, is true of launching the gaze, or here 

in Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s version, of looking upon the youth. In broader moral terms, this relates back to 

the cultivation of ʿaql: no-one who knows and considers the consequences would choose to drink the 

alcohol knowing that he will suffer drunkenness, in the same way that no reasonable person will look 

upon the boy/let the gaze roam freely, knowing the consequences that might occur. As Ibn Qayyim al-

Jawziyyah says, it is because one knows the corrupting forces of different pleasures, that one does not 

partake in them (wa-l-ʿilm bi-mā fī tilk al-ladhdhāt min al-mafāsid … yamnaʿuhā min tanāwulihā)461 

and the faculty of ʿaql orders the self (nafs) not to do it; intoxication is particularly dangerous because 

it robs the self of the ʿaql and thereby tempts it to commit illicit actions through giving in to shahwah, 

which “yūjib istiḥkām al-ghaflah ʿan Allāh wa-l-dār al-ākhirah” (necessitates an inattention to God 

and the Hereafter) and leads the soul to lose its ability to distinguish (ʿadam tamyīz) between right and 

wrong.462 Yet, one always has the choice not to drink, in the same way that one always has the choice 

not to gaze upon the youth or let the gaze roam freely.  

Within this commentary, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah (following the original quotation in Rawḍat) 

describes those who gaze upon youths with reference to Qur’an al-Ḥijr/15:72, “By your 

 
459 For example, by Muḥammad al-Saffārīnī in the 18th century, as quoted in El-Rouayheb 2005, 88; he does not 

mention Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah or Ibn Abī Ḥajalah.  
460 Ibid. Flaunting should be flouting.  
461 The object of yamnaʿ is the nafs.  
462 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 137–9.  
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[Muḥammad’s] life, they wandered blindly in their drunkenness”. The “they” in this passage, he says, 

refers to ʿushshāq al-ṣuwar (the lovers of forms), which within its Qur’anic context means the People 

of Lot.463 This Qur’anic quotation is highly significant in Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s critique of a Sufi’s sexual 

morality for both theological and sexual reasons.  

 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah had used the exact same terminology of ṣuwar and alluded to this verse in 

quasi-iqtibās when describing the punishment of lūṭīs in the Afterlife (1.2.2).464 In his terms, lūṭīs, as 

we have seen, were those who nākiḥī al-dhukrān wa-tārikī al-niswān (copulated with men and left 

women) and their punishment was described as ʿuqūbat al-lūṭiyyah ʿushshāq al-ṣuwar (the 

punishment of the lūṭīs, lovers of forms). The term ṣuwar here refers directly to the crime of idolatry, 

for which the People of Lot were punished alongside their sexual crimes.465 Across both his 

condemnation of liwāṭ in the earlier part of the chapter and his condemnation of Sufi gazing upon 

youths, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah draws the two crimes together as co-constitutive aspects of sexual 

immorality. For the People of Lot as for Ibn al-Jallāʾ, the inference here is that the individual has 

become so driven by their intoxication over a phenomenal object (the ṣurah or form) that they commit 

(or might commit) illicit sexual acts, heedless of the consequences of their actions, or in the state of 

intoxication alluded to in the Qur’anic citation and elaborated by Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah above, in 

which intoxication leads to an inattention on God and the Hereafter, allowing for the individual to 

commit liwāṭ willingly with no thought to punishment.466  

 Moreover, the implications of the comparison between Sufis and the ʿushshāq al-ṣuwar is 

further enhanced when we place it within Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s theological thought and the intellectual 

context in which he was writing. In the discussion of Sufi gazing upon youths in 2.2.1, I left out the 

elaboration of a development in Sufi intellectual thought, which was of tremendous significance both 

for Ibn Abī Ḥajalah and for Sufism in fourteenth-century Egypt and Syria. In the previous century, 

 
463 The verse comes immediately after Lūṭ offers his daughters to the men of the city (15:71) and just before 

God describes their punishment (15:73–4).  
464 See Orfali 2016 for a discussion of this kind of iqtibās in adab.  
465 Kugle 2010, 35–7. 
466 This association between liwāṭ and idolatry reflects the essence of Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s more general 

concern with love (ʿishq)’s proximity to idolatry, because the phenomenal is set up in opposition to God as an 

object of devotion, Bell 1979a, 164–5.  
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two scholars, Ibn al-ʿArabī (d.638/1240) and Ibn al-Fāriḍ (d.632/1235), had, in different ways, written 

extensively on the human’s relationship to the divine, which culminated in the elaboration of a 

monistic doctrine of the oneness of all being, often termed the waḥdat al-wujūd.467 As Zargar and 

others have shown, Ibn al-ʿArabī and his contemporaries and followers explored the ontology of the 

divine-human relationship through an analysis of the divine’s unveiling (mukāshafah) and the 

human’s ability to witness (mushāhadah) the divine in the phenomenal.468 The divine mukāshafah 

takes place through the spiritual senses, in which God unveils Himself outside of matter through 

“abstractions or ideal meanings” whilst mushāhadah relies on the human’s physical senses, “receiving 

self-disclosures … in forms” that are phenomenal; these forms, which Ibn al-ʿArabī also calls ṣuwar, 

allow for visions of God’s similitude (tashbīh), or the perception of God in phenomena, enhancing the 

believer’s love for the divine.469 In their “wujūdī” ontology of creation, to borrow Ibn Qayyim al-

Jawziyyah’s terminology for the school of thought,470 the Sufi master was supposedly able to perceive 

God’s self-manifestation (tajallī) in the forms of the phenomenal world, which, according to this 

theory of being, was created as God’s self-reflection, following the ḥadīth qudsī in which God 

described Himself as a hidden treasure (kuntu kanzan makhfiyyan) who loved to be known and so 

created creation in order to be known (fa-khalaqtu al-khalq likay uʿraf).471 As for Ibn al-Fāriḍ, his 

theoretical understanding of the divine-human relationship was developed through his love poetry, in 

which the divine beloved is represented through a universalising and all-encompassing portrayal of 

human beauty, that shifts between male and female pronouns and signifiers.472 As El-Rouayheb says, 

the language “might lead one to suppose that the love poetry is simply allegorical, that the portrayed 

 
467 There have been many studies on the emergence of this strain of thought in Sufism. Homerin 1993 for a 

discussion of Ibn al-Fāriḍ’s verse and life, in particular ch.3 for the controversial reception of his work. Knysh 

1999 for a discussion of the reception of Ibn al-ʿArabī across time; Shaikh 2012 for a discussion of Ibn al-

ʿArabī’s postulations regarding gender, intimacy and family; Zargar 2011, 11–30 for a discussion of Ibn al-

ʿArabī’s doctrines of perception and 63–84 for a discussion of “the school of passionate love”; Chittick 1998 

and 2005 for a detailed but almost entirely metaphysical analysis of love in Ibn al-ʿArabī’s thought; Addas 1989 

for his biography. 
468 Zargar 2011, 11–30; Shaikh 2012 68–71.  
469 Zargar 2011, 15–6.  
470 Anjum 2010.  
471 This process has been surveyed in Zargar 2011, 11–30; Shaikh 2012, 68–71; on this ḥadīth, see Afnani 2011, 

in particular ch.2 as it relates to Ibn al-ʿArabī.  
472 See Ibn al-Fāriḍ 1952.  
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beloved is simply a fictional character doing duty for the divine beloved”.473 However, supporters of 

Ibn al-Fāriḍ did not suggest he was “compos[ing] love poetry expressing a love for a woman or youth, 

but that he instead composed poetry expressing a love for the beauty of God as manifested in women 

or boys [emphasis in original]”, a subtle difference that hangs on the poet’s understanding of the 

ontology of creation and the multiple horizons of meaning and referentiality that a poem can 

contain.474 Of course, as El-Rouayheb has it, “the uninitiated”, those who do not follow the same 

principles of thought as expounded by Ibn al-Fāriḍ, might “mistakenly take it [phenomenal beauty] 

for an attribute of a particular, independently existing entity” and thereby confuse the mystic’s 

outpouring of love for God as refracted through the phenomenal as love for a phenomenal entity, 

which, because only God is real in this ontology, does not have its own ontological existence outside 

of God.475 

 As argued by Homerin, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah, also a Sufi, did not dispute the poetic genius of Ibn 

al-Fāriḍ or his love for God per se,476 but rather took issue with the monistic content espoused within 

the verse and the heretical content of his doctrines.477 There is a crisis of hermeneutics between Ibn 

Abī Ḥajalah and Ibn al-Fāriḍ concerning the ontological status of the object of perception and its 

relationship to the divine. Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s criticism became particularly pronounced over his career 

after writing Dīwān al-ṣabābah. Moved to action over the continued popularity of Ibn al-Fāriḍ’s 

verse, and the increasingly widespread adoption of monistic principles among Sufis, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 

composed Ghayth al-ʿāriḍ fī muʿāraḍat Ibn al-Fāriḍ, a collection of poetry composed in the same 

manner, metre and style as Ibn al-Fāriḍ, but whose content is madīḥ nabawī (prophetic praise) rather 

than the mystical eroticism of his predecessor’s work.478 The poems are followed by a collection of 

what he describes as naṣāʾiḥ (sincere counsels) concerning aspects of theology and divine ontology, 

in which he draws heavily on the criticisms of Ibn al-Fāriḍ which had already been elaborated by Ibn 

 
473 El-Rouayheb 2005, 96 
474 Ibid.  
475 Ibid. 
476 Homerin 1993, 58 
477 See Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 2018.  
478 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 2018; for a description of the work, see Homerin 2017, 30–8. 
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Taymiyyah, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah and al-Dhahabī.479 The final portion of the work is a series of 

biographies of Ibn al-Fāriḍ, Ibn al-ʿArabī and their followers. Across the work, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 

accuses these scholars and poets of ilḥād, or heresy, and suggested that Ibn al-Fāriḍ should have been 

punished for his theological innovations with the death penalty.480 In particular, a major theological 

concern was what he perceived as the interloping of both Christian and atheist thought into Sufism 

through waḥdat al-wujūd and ittiḥād, in the sense of collapsing the human with the divine.481 These 

doctrines introduced ḥulūl Allāh fī al-ṣuwar al-jamīlah using the same key terminology of forms, or 

ṣuwar, to articulate his concern with the portrayal of humans as sites of God’s self-manifestation and 

divine contemplation.482 His attacks on Ibn al-Fāriḍ were extreme and taken very seriously by the 

contemporary intellectual establishment.483 In particular, Sirāj al-Dīn al-Hindī, the chief judge of the 

Ḥanafī law school, to which Ibn Abī Ḥajalah nominally belonged,484 called a hearing to investigate, in 

which he absolved Ibn al-Fāriḍ of any accusations and instead “reprimanded Ibn Abī Ḥajalah for his 

extremist views” which caused Ibn Abī Ḥajalah to suffer some “public ridicule”, although he was 

spared further reputational or personal damage, which Homerin suggests was because of his personal 

relationship with Manjak al-Yūsufī, the governor of Damascus and “defender of public morality”, 

who had personally established the khānqāh, which was run by Ibn Abī Ḥajalah.485 Despite his 

reputational woes, the particular moral and theological concern with gazing at youths remained of 

 
479 As al-Musawi has noted, there was “unease at Sufi love language”, specifically that of Ibn al-Fāriḍ, across 

fourteenth-century intellectual society; al-Musawi 2014, 288–96. During this period, the human-divine 

relationship was increasingly spoken about through the language of love, as seen in Ibn Qayyim al-Jawẓiyyah’s 

discussions of God as the proper object of love. In Sufi discourse, this tended to be refracted through allegorical 

allusions to human love. See e.g. Lewisohn 2014; Chittick 2013, 1–104; Zargar 2011, 45–84 and 120–50; 

Abrahamov 2003 59–79; Bauer 2014, 117–8; Brookshaw 2019, 9–12; Zargar 2013; Orfali 2017. As Brookshaw 

notes for the Persian tradition, and as is also the case for the Arabic tradition, poetry was infused with multiple, 

overlapping significations that pull on the interplay between the temporal and the spiritual, using a shared 

language to simultaneously frame the poet-patron, lover-beloved, mystic-divine relationships; see e.g. 

Brookshaw 2019, 1–20; Ingenito 2018.  
480 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 2018, 151 and passim; Homerin 2017, 34–7. On the criticism of Ibn al-Fāriḍ as a heretic, 

Knysh 1993, 49–50; Homerin 1994, ch.3. 
481 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 2018, 152–4; the association of ḥulūl with Christianity is very old in conservative Sufism, 

Ritter 2003, 449–50. 
482 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 2018, 152.  
483 Homerin 2017, 38–9.  
484 Homerin 2017, 39–42; their relationship before the writing of Ghayth al-ʿāriḍ is surveyed 19–24.  
485 Homerin 2017 15–7 and 41. It is striking how severe Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s moral condemnation of these Sufis 

was considering his own moral reputation (Introduction). Personal behaviour in no way constrains or prevents 

individual compilers from moralising; that he condemns alcohol stridently in Dīwān al-ṣabābah but supposedly 

enjoyed the company of drunkards is but one example of the messy contradictions that make the compilers 

human. 
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personal and intellectual significance to Ibn Abī Ḥajalah, who asked to be buried with Ghayth al-

ʿāriḍ.486  

We see this crisis of hermeneutics play out in Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s commentary of Ibn al-Jallāʾ’s 

gaze upon the youth. Here, in the implicit comparison between a Sufi glancing upon phenomenal 

beauty and the idol worship of the People of Lot through the articulation of looking at youths as 

reminiscent of what God said about the “ʿushshāq al-ṣuwar”, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah reframes the Sufi’s 

gaze upon the youth as idolatry. The object of perception has his own embodied existence as a boy, 

not as a reflection or aspect of the Divine, turning gazing upon beardless youths into an act of 

phenomenal desire for a “form” that mistakenly attributes divine significance to that form.487 Gazing 

is particularly dangerous for Sufis not only because of the latent sexual desire that may emerge from 

their intoxication, but also because of the theological implications of that gaze. The Sufi might think 

they are witnessing the divine or contemplating the beauty of God as manifest in the human, but they 

are actually subscribing to a corrupted epistemology of perception, and turning the beautiful human 

into an idol.  

 We are left with a question over the nature and intention of Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s moralising 

here. Ze’evi has argued that “this [the argument concerning gazing upon beardless youths] may seem 

a minor debate over a marginal sexual issue, but the danger did not lie in sexual debauchery as such, 

perhaps not even in homoerotic contact” given that “such illicit sexual practices were known and 

tolerated” although they “were denounced in Islamic moral and legal literature” like our compilations 

“in the strictest terms”.488 Rather, orthodox and conservative scholars perceived the spread of such 

“heterodox Sufi ideas and the growing popularity of the ṭāʾifahs” (Sufi orders)489 as a threat to 

 
486 Ibn al-ʿImād 1931, 6:240–1; Ibn Ḥajar al-ʿAṣqalānī 1997, 1:193.  
487 This is also clearly elaborated in Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 1996, 2:205–6, in which Ibn Qayyim al-

Jawziyyah again references the ḥadīth that states mā taraktu baʿdī fitnah aḍarr ʿalā al-rijāl min al-nisāʾ (1.1.2, 

2.1) saying this is because God tempts (fatana) people who have desire (aṣḥāb al-shahawāt) with beautiful 

“forms” (ṣuwar) and that this temptation, when not sublimated through patience, leads to the commitment of 

fawāḥish (immoral acts). Here, the central point is the very clear elision of the terminology (ṣuwar) with the 

phenomenal, embodied human. In contemporary Persian Sufism, the shāhid was notably referred to as a ṣanam 

or but (idol), Schimmel 1979, 131. 
488 Ze’evi 2006, 87. Schallenberg also argues that Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s concerns with gazing were 

“political” because of the significance of gazing within Sufism; Schallenberg 2004, 426; Anjum 2010 interprets 

Ibn Qayyim al-Jawzyyah’s denunciation of associated Sufi practices as a revindication of original Sufi thought 

over the “mysticism” with which the tradition had become concerned over time. 
489 Trimingham 1998, 67–104. 
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orthodox Islamic ideals. The spread of such practices “would lead the whole community to oblivion” 

if taken up across society.490 Certainly, when we contextualise Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s critique of Ibn al-

Jallāʾ’s actions within his broader intellectual thought, it becomes clear that the anecdote is being used 

to speak to theological and epistemological contexts that go beyond the sexual, as Ze’evi suggests, 

and that his concern revolves around the spread of ideas about God and the human’s interaction with 

the phenomenal which were at odds with his own literalist positions. As we will see in the next 

chapter, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah had no qualms with male-male love per se, so long as that love is treated 

chastely and so long as those who experience it sublimate their passion and refuse to engage in sexual 

intercourse; Ze’evi is right to point out that this is not about homoerotic love in and of itself, even if it 

names the homoerotic couple as a particular site of phenomenal immorality. 

There is an element of moral panic, here; the increasingly widespread proliferation of Ibn al-

Fāriḍ’s ideas and their manifestation within the practice of gazing upon youths seems to have led Ibn 

Abī Ḥajalah to adopt “extremist” views on the matter.491 Across the chapter, he articulates his 

emotional and sexual morality through criticism of and contempt for wujūdī intellectual practices. At 

the very beginning, he says that ʿafāf, a moral norm that revolves around licit sexuality (see 3.1) and 

is central to each of the compilers’ moral ideas about love, is aʿazz min al-kibrīt al-aḥmar (rarer than 

the red sulphur),492 a term that became central to Ibn al-ʿArabī’s quasi-alchemical disputations 

regarding the transformation of the soul through the Sufi quest.493 The statement is by turns mocking 

and serious, using the red sulphur as an intellectual joke, intended both to emphasise the rarity of 

 
490 Ze’evi 2006, 87.  
491 Homerin 2017, 39; Cohen notes that moral panics emerge around “a condition, episode, person or group of 

persons” which is defined as “a threat to societal values and interests”, Cohen 2002, 1. In this case, the 

lascivious Sufi becomes the central hook, on which Ibn Abī Ḥajalah hangs his moral concerns with 

interpersonal interaction and the adoption of a theology which reconfigures interpersonal interaction through the 

divine. This has been extended into sexuality studies in Weeks 2011, 20, where he argues that sexuality has 

always been central to moral panics and the “sexually unorthodox” become frequent scapegoats of social 

disorder; this builds from Rubin’s meditation on the political nature of sexual morality. Thinking with Rubin’s 

“domino theory of sexual peril”, it is significant that of all the communities Ibn Abī Ḥajalah chooses to compare 

these Sufis who gaze upon male youths with, he chooses the People of Lot, and places his moralising on the 

subject immediately after his condemnation of liwāṭ and depiction of graphic Afterlife punishments for those 

who commit it, in some senses constructing a conceptual link between the two actions, and drawing parallels 

between them; see Rubin 1984, 152.  
492 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 241. Aʿazz means both rarer and more precious.  
493 On the red sulphur, see Hirtenstein 2007.  
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sexual propriety in society and to delegitimise the doctrine of the red sulphur by emphasising its rarity 

(read, non-existence). 

 However, given that the compilation’s focus and moral content is not in and of itself focused 

on questions of theology or epistemology, but on behavioural action, we cannot ignore the sexual and 

emotional force of this critique, nor its moral implications for human behaviour. The sexual and 

behavioural are not merely cloaks for theological differences, even if they are bolstered by them. The 

fact that the gaze takes place on a male youth, not a woman, appears central to the production and 

naming of the prohibition, and the citation of the boy as locus of the illicit gaze, in between sections 

dealing with liwāṭ and siḥāq in a broader chapter on contemporary emotional immorality, serves as a 

reiteration of behavioural regulation concerning sexed desire and social intercourse. In the sense that 

these compilations have a performative aspect to their morality, this is not incidental, but specifically 

shades the male-youth interaction as immoral.  

 At the same time, reading the anecdote within its context, we see that Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s moral 

concern is not only driven by sexual or theological differences. Rather, his chapter reflects a concern 

with the status of contemporary emotional life. What is particularly relevant for this compilation’s 

morality is the fleeting and eroticised nature of the interaction. Indeed, at the very beginning of this 

chapter on contemporary immorality, his very first concern is that yaʿshaq aḥaduhum 

bikratan/bukratan wa-yuwāṣil al-ẓuhr wa-yaslū al-ʿaṣr (that one of them [the people of this era] loves a 

virgin/in the dawn, and has intercourse with her/it continues at noon, and he forgets [her/it] at 

night).494 The Sufi gaze upon the youth is, in his reading at least, entirely divorced from any emotional 

context. It is not as if Ibn al-Jallāʾ knew the boy he was looking at. It is over this, not only over the 

gendered object of the gaze, that Ibn Abī Ḥajalah is perturbed. The action of gazing upon the youth is 

framed as a kind of eroticised ritual, which, through its comparison with the People of Lot, becomes 

charged with both sexual intent and a problematic theology. There is no deep love here, no emotional 

context; this glance is merely the erotic and the sexual spurred on by the faulty misapprehension of 

interpersonal dynamics and the hermeneutics of divine ontology. The beloved object of the gaze, who 

 
494 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 241. See also Gründler 2009, 122.  
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has his own ontological existence as a boy is being viewed by the lascivious Sufi as an object of 

desire. Here, we see Ibn Abī Ḥajalah articulate his morality both around illicit sexual intercourse, 

theological difference and emotional inconstancy, with all three combining into the critique of Sufis 

who gaze upon the youth as a means of worship. In other words, he is fixated here at one and the 

same time on the erotic content of desire, the behavioural action of gazing with erotic intent upon the 

object of desire and the theological and behavioural intoxication (and temptation) that derives from it.  

 

2.3 Conclusions: Theological Morality? 

In moral terms, several aspects come together here. Firstly, as we have seen, there is the question of 

choice that pervades the compilers’ moral ideas. One always has the option to lower the gaze, and not 

to become embroiled into emotional states to which there is no legal resolution; failing that, or in the 

instance of the accidental glance, one must hold tight to one’s moral framework and not repeat that 

look so as to become further exposed to the beloved. In the general morality of moving through and 

engaging with the world, there is a considerable concern expressed across the compilations with the 

perception of phenomenal beauty, and the potential for that perception to lead to emotional 

experiences in which the individual might be tempted to transgress the licit boundaries of 

interpersonal intercourse. Moreover, in the moral adoption of a legal framework as the basis to 

regulate phenomenal emotional behaviour and experience, the horizon of sexual possibility with the 

object of the beloved has an effect on the moral concern embedded into desire. The boy became a 

particularly serious moral concern because of the impossibility of legal resolution through licit 

intercourse, turning that experience of desire into a “dāʾ ʿuḍāl” (incurable affliction). It is not that the 

boy is particularly concerning as an object of desire because he is a boy; the fact of desire for the boy 

is in many ways unremarkable. Rather, the boy is a morally concerning object of the gaze/desire 

because the legalistic framework for emotion adopted by the compilers leaves no room for the licit 

resolution of that desire, unlike desire for women, which may always be resolved through intercourse 

with a licit woman.  

 For al-Nuwayrī and Ibn Abī Ḥajalah, this moral concern became particularly focused on the 

practice of gazing upon youths that had become a characteristic part of certain Sufi communities. 
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Both al-Nuwayrī and Ibn Abī Ḥajalah use material that depicts Sufis dealing with the question of 

gazing upon youth. Whilst the former restricts his material to Sufis denouncing the practice, Ibn Abī 

Ḥajalah adopts a more condemnatory approach, citing an anecdote in which a Sufi exposes himself to 

God’s punishment for his own eroticised behaviour, because he chose to look upon the object of 

phenomenal beauty and drink the intoxicant in that cup of wine, borrowing from the intoxication 

metaphor he cribs from Ibn Qayyim al-Jawiyyah.  

Where, for al-Nuwayrī, moralising on this subject manifests as a primarily social concern 

derived from a concern with the potentially erotic content of certain piestistic practices that were 

prevalent in the world around him, for Ibn Abī Ḥajalah this is central to a broader concern with both 

emotional and theological developments within Sufism. Far removed from the chaste stories of yore 

(3.1), the practice of gazing upon youths is also reminiscent of new theological developments that, in 

his understanding of the ontology of creation, bear much closer resemblance to idiolatry and liwāṭ 

than they do to anything he would, perhaps idealistically, call love. Whilst his work is not necessarily 

targeted at Sufis, and lambasts Ibn al-Jallāʾ’s actions in the process, it certainly does speak to them. 

We might question how a Sufi would read the story of Ibn al-Jallāʾ in this context. Transposed into 

this discussion of contemporary sexual vice, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah reaches out from the story to the present 

world in an attempt to convince his fellow Sufi of the wayward nature of their desires. Much as was 

the case with the presentation of liwāṭ, this section has a double-edged contribution to his morality, 

working both on those who have engaged in such practices and those who have not. Where the Sufi 

has previously engaged in those practices, the hope is that he will reconsider his desires and actions 

and understand both the sexual, emotional and theological reasons as to why he ought not to. Where 

the Sufi (or individual interested in Sufism) has not axiomatically, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah intends to 

convince him of the correctness of his own conception of morality in Sufi practice, using both the 

threat of divine punishment (here, forgetting the Qur’an) and the assimilation to the dreaded 

community of lūṭīs as central ideological tools in that moral argument.  

  



 134 

3. Sexual Propriety, Martyrdom and Death in Idealised Same-Sex Relationships 

Across the previous two chapters, I have analysed the compilers’ citation of punishment narratives 

(both on earth and in the Afterlife) as central to their morality, with the compilers warning the reader 

that illicit sexual acts lead to grave consequences, both eschatologically and in terms of the 

maintenance of social order against fasād (corruption) and fitnah (temptation). In this chapter, I 

change the focus to consider the compilers’ treatment of idealised and chaste same-sex relationships. 

Throughout this chapter, we will see the compilers use storytelling as a central space in which to 

imagine the experience of same-sex love within moral bounds. Here, characters, who have 

internalised and adopted the compilers’ moral concern with licit sexuality, are seen negotiating their 

experience of love and desire around the legal limits of interpersonal contact.  

As I outlined in the Introduction, the compilers’ morality is driven forward by a dynamic 

tension between the possible and the permissible that becomes particularly visible when we attend to 

their portrayal of same-sex love, given that desire for people of the same sex was considered perfectly 

“normal” and “natural”, whilst licit same-sex intercourse was a legal unthinkability. For all of the 

compilers, this produces an ambiguity through which to explore the horizon of sexual and emotional 

morality. I split this chapter into three sections; in the first, I analyse the ways in which lovers are 

imagined negotiating their emotional experience around the moral norms that prevent their licit union, 

before turning in the second section to the sympathy of onlookers to the plight of irresolvable love. In 

the final section, I consider the compilers’ use of the Afterlife as a space through which to incentivise 

good works and motivate the reader to follow the moral regime. In the conclusion, I bring these 

strands together to consider the compilers’ construction of a positive spiritual vision of suffering.  

 

3.1.1 The Medicalisation of Love 

Across the compilations and Arabic literature more generally, ʿishq (passionate love) is intimately 

bound up in medical discourses that derive from the absorption into Arabic of Greek medical thought; 

passionate love became a pathological condition, one that by turns affects the weak or the feeble-

minded, one that was understood like mālīkhūliyā as a mental pathology about which little could be 

done, one that blinds and deafens the lover to the world around them, one that evaded medical 
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practitioners’ grasps, one that stemmed from excessive black bile in the body’s humoral system.495 

One of the most central textual units to this medicalising discourse, present in all of the compilations, 

is an anecdote that stages Pythagoras, or some other Greek philosopher-doctor, saying that love 

develops first in the heart and then throughout the whole body,496 leading to the burning of the blood, 

which then transforms into black bile, alongside the inflammation of the yellow bile, which also then 

transforms into black bile.497 The trouble with having an excessive amount of black bile in the body’s 

humoral system, according to this methodology, is that black bile creates the conditions necessary for  

fasād al-fikr (corrupt or impaired thinking) which leads to zawāl al-ʿaql (depletion of reason) and the 

hope for what cannot be, which leads to madness (junūn).498 At this point, the lover may kill himself 

or die out of the affliction (ghamman). Passionate love herein becomes the consequence of a humoral 

imbalance, a humoral imbalance that robs the individual of reason (ʿaql), framed by the compilers as 

the central human faculty that enables someone to avoid the temptations of shahwah. This ties 

corporeal and humoral changes back to the rationalist concern to regulate the emotions described in 

1.1.2, and provides a medical justification for the moral focus on cultivating the ʿaql and engaging in 

specific behaviours (e.g. averting the gaze) to avoid love; when the body undergoes these humoral 

changes, the individual is no longer able to control their shahwah, a situation which might lead them 

to commit illicit sexual transgressions as there is no ʿaql to hold him back. Beyond the specific 

citation of this well-known medical anecdote, all of the compilers draw on anecdotes and arguments 

that ultimately derive from medical theory regarding love, although only Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 

and, to a lesser extent, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah develop their own medical ideas.  

 
495 In our compilations, there are several textual units that draw from different cultures’ (Bedouin, Greek, 

Persian, Prophetic) medical theories concerning love, each of which tend to align. See al-Ḥalabī 2000, 38–43; 

Mughulṭāy 1997, 42–7; Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 11–8; Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 94–7; al-Nuwayrī 1924, 

2:157; Balda-Tillier 2014c; Giffen 1971, 65–6. The association between love and medicine goes far beyond just 

these compilations and is central to philosophical traditions that are beyond the scope of this thesis. There is a 

substantial bibliography on this tradition; see e.g., Dols 1992, 314–48, Biesterfeldt and Gutas 1984; Von 

Grunebaum 1942; Bell 1986; Abd Algani 2014.  
496 As I discussed in 2.1, the gaze is largely understood as the central behavioural cause of love and engenders 

love in the heart; see Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 93–4. For the other compilers’ treatment of the glance as 

the cause of love, see also Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 69–73; al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:140–44; al-Ḥalabī 2000, 29–31; 

Mughulṭāy 1997, 86–94. 
497 al-Ḥalabī 2000, 38–9; Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980; 11–2, Mughulṭāy 1997, 42–3; Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 

127, who only attributes the quotation to “baʿḍ al-falāsifah” (one of the philosophers). The anecdote’s 

transmission history from Greek to Arabic learning is analysed in depth in Biesterfeldt and Gutas 1984. 
498 Biesterfeld and Gutas 1984, 42, 47.  
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Al-Nuwayrī, for example, does argue that lovers suffer many plagues (āfāt), including 

sickness (maraḍ), madness (junūn) and emaciation (ḍanā), before going on to cite a range of stories in 

which characters perish from such pathological and corporeal illness;499 much earlier in his work, he 

had cited a range of authorities (including Aristotle, Galen, Plato and Pythagoras) all of whom had, in 

various ways, described love in terms of its corporeal and medical symptoms.500 Mughulṭāy, likewise, 

cites the opinions of earlier authors, including Ibn Sīnā, and anecdotes in which doctors are seen 

aiding patients. In one notable example, attributed to (the now lost) Imtizāj al-rūḥ, Mughulṭāy quotes 

an anecdote in which a doctor is asked about what love is, to which he replies that it is not something 

people choose to happen, but its occurrence (wuqūʿuhu) is like wuqūʿ al-ʿilal al-mudnifah (the 

occurrence of grave illnesses) and, in this anonymous doctor’s mind, lā farqa baynahu wa-bayna 

dhālik (there is no difference between the two).501 This leads the doctor on to emphasise the 

importance of helping lovers, at which point he retells the story of the Prophet’s interceding in the 

tortuous relationship of Barīrah and Mughīth (3.2.1).  

One of the compilers’ central concerns is whether it is possible to cure love and allow the 

lover to regain their ʿaql and how that might be achieved; ultimately, as Ze’evi notes, when one 

experiences an imbalance in the humours, “only restoring the balance of the elements and the 

humours could restore complete health”.502 For al-Ḥalabī, the prospects of a cure look slim. 

Attributing his analysis of the Pythagorean anecdote cited above to Ibn Dāwūd, al-Ḥalabī argues that 

there is no hope for a cure except through God’s favour (luṭf).503 The medical reason for this, he 

alleges, is that the anecdote runs along a circular logic: if the black bile is a cause for the kinds of 

corrupt thought that Pythagoras alleges, and this kind of thought itself causes the burning of the blood 

and the rise of yellow bile, then both of these humoral side effects also cause the strengthening of the 

black bile, making this an “incurable disease” (dāʾ ʿayāʾ).  

 
499 Al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:162.  
500 Ibid, 2:135–6.  
501 Mughulṭāy 1997, 30.  
502 Ze’evi 2006, 25.  
503 Al-Ḥalabī 2000, 39. 
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However, for other compilers, there was some hope. Whilst the cure of love has eluded 

doctors’ grasp (dawāʾ al-ḥubb al-ladhdhī aʿjaza ahl al-ṭibb; lit. the cure of love, which has defied 

doctors), Ibn Abī Ḥajalah notes that, as per the experiential knowledge of the ḥayārā sakārā (the 

bewildered and the drunkards), lā shifāʾa min hādhdhā al-dāʾ al-ʿuḍāl illā bi-ṭīb al-wiṣāl (there is no 

cure from this never-ending illness except through the sweetness of union) by which he means ghamz 

al-nahdayn wa-qarʿ al-shafatayn wa-iltiṣāq al-badanayn (the fondling of breasts, the touching of lips 

and the embrace of bodies).504 As happens repeatedly across the corpus, the fine points of theory are 

not exact; earlier in his work, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah had argued that only God could cure lovers’ plight 

because it was so severe, mirroring al-Ḥalabī’s argument regarding the humoral trap that love 

creates.505  

In a similar fashion to Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s point regarding union as a cure, Ibn Qayyim al-

Jawziyyah notes that God made li-kull dāʾ dawāʾ wa-yassara al-wiṣāl ilā dhālik al-dawāʾ sharʿan wa-

qadran (for every illness a cure, and he granted wiṣāl – legally enshrined and in appropriate measure 

[i.e. in marriage or concubinage] – for that cure).506 He goes on to quote medical opinions, noting that 

doctors agree the cure (shifāʾ) is in iltiqāʾ al-rūḥayn wa-iltiṣāq al-badanayn (the meeting of the two 

souls and the embrace of the two bodies), using the same terminology as Ibn Abī Ḥajalah to refer to 

sexual union.507 In his worldview, forbidden (ḥarām) sex corrupts love and turns it into al-muʿādāh 

wa-l-tabāghuḍ wa-l-qilā (enmity, mutual despisal and detestation), but licit sexual union increases 

love even as it simultaneously allows the individual to regain their reason and calms the humoral 

imbalance.508 Building from Prophetic medicine (ṭibb nabawī) as much as from humoral theory,509 Ibn 

 
504 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 176. This argument riffs on the concept of unrequited or unfulfilled love as both 

something which makes the lover mad or drunk on their love, on which see Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 

137–40.  
505 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 12.  
506 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 183. 
507 Ibid, 183.  
508 Ibid, 86–91. As Bell notes, given his acceptance of sex as the medical cure for desire, the moral notion of 

love being corrupted through illicit sexual union is a site of contradiction in Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s thought, 

demonstrating that “not all points of theory were sacrosanct” and that contradictions remain; Bell 1979a, 138. 

As we saw in the previous chapter, one way in which Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah gets round this contradiction is 

by arguing that sexual union as cure for humoral imbalance does not depend on intercourse taking place with the 

specific object of desire. Any licit woman may stand in for the illicit woman who is the object of desire; 

however, women cannot stand in for boys or men, meaning same-sex desire is, essentially, incurable.  
509 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah has been recognised as one of the central figures to marry the Prophetic tradition to 

the Greek medical heritage and to attempt to interlace the two conceptions of the body, soul and its place within 
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Qayyim al-Jawziyyah cites a quasi-medicalised ḥadīth in which Muḥammad says, man istaṭāʿa 

minkum al-bāʾah fa-l-yatazawwaj (if sex is permitted between you, then get married), but, for those 

who cannot, fa-ʿalayhi bi-l-ṣawm (then he must fast).510 As Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah notes, 

Muḥammad provided the cure (dawāʾ) and then, for those who cannot do it, the alternative (badal), 

which yaksir shahwat al-nafs (breaks the soul’s desire) as desire strengthens with feeding and 

satiation, but is corrected through fasting, which acts in that way bi-manzilat wijāʾ al-faḥl (in the same 

way as castrating a stallion).511 Kissing and cuddling with the beloved, often seen within the tradition 

as small sins (ṣaghāʾir), were understood to cool the passions somewhat and provide some relief from 

the experience of love without committing a major sexual transgression, but not to cause the same 

humoral relief that could be afforded through intercourse.512 Some of the compilers therefore proffer 

sexual union as the primary medical cure for the experience of love, a release through orgasm that 

allows for the body to regain its natural humoral balance, a humoral balance that can be kept in check, 

even if not as well, through other methods.513 Indeed, even where a compiler, like al-Ḥalabī, does not 

explicitly describe sexual union as the cure for love, the content of the compilation suggests he shares 

this conception: it is for this reason that so much of his compilation is taken up with emphasising the 

importance of intercession, to bring lovers together into licit union so they may engage in licit sexual 

intercourse and not perish. Where licit sexual union allows for the lover to regain their humoral 

balance once and for all, in real terms alleviating them of the medicalised experience derived from 

 
the cosmos; see Ze’evi 2006, 17; Perlo 2010, 209–10; Gadelrab 2011, 75–9. Ze’evi suggests Ibn Qayyim al-

Jawziyyah was a central figure who secured the continued relevance of the Greek tradition within Islamic 

medical thought, but Perlo argues that after his death his influence waned and few figures attempted to marry 

theology with medicine.  
510 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 189.  
511 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 189. See 1.1.2.  
512 Both Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah and Ibn Abī Ḥajalah compare it to using alcohol as a medical cure, although 

they note that that is a major sin; in other words, it refers to the medical use of a prohibited act or substance to 

restore the health of the individual in spite of the prohibition. Both note that not all jurists accept kissing and 

cuddling. Whilst they accept them as lesser sins, both emphasise that they remain sinful; Ibn Qayyim al-

Jawziyyah 2004, 305; Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 180. It is worth pointing out that in the first few centuries of Islam, 

the juridical debate concerning the use of wine (nabīdh) as a medicine was a central point of contention between 

jurists; the Ḥanafī school, for the most part, allowed the consumption of nabīdh in moderation for medicinal 

purposes, but, as discussed in Sadan “Khamr” (EI2), there were a considerable number of ḥadīths which 

condemned this practice, and associated it with the kinds of unbelief that lead into the end times.  
513 For an outline of contemporary medical practices, see Pormann and Savage-Smith 2007, 41-59.  
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their passion, fasting requires the constant management of the emotional state, itself part of the 

rationalist impulse that drives the compilers’ elevation of the ʿaql over the emotions. 

In the citations which pathologise love as a corporeal and emotional experience caused by 

changing humoral balances in the body that are motivated by external stimuli, love becomes a 

curiously desituated, non-particular emotion. The ingestion or expulsion of food/semen takes on the 

alchemical role of changing the humoral balance affecting emotions. Each body is then characterised 

by its fluctuations with regard to the outside world, how it deals with internal humoral changes and its 

response to external stimuli. Whilst each individual is subject to their own humoral makeup, itself 

affected by multiple axes of difference (e.g. class, gender, age),514 the humoral changes themselves 

follow generalised and paradigmatic rules and portray the experience of love as a universalizable 

pattern.515 In these statements, like that attributed to Pythagoras above, there is no specifically correct 

object (or, indeed, subject) of love; rather, one is drawn to souls and bodies with whom one has some 

affinity (mushākalah) (see 2.1),516 and sexual release can help the body avoid potentially fatal illness. 

The compilers’ citation of medical discourse takes place at an abstracted level of discourse: in the 

medical reading, love is an embodied experience spoken about through the absence of the gendered 

and particular body. Medically speaking, there is no specifically correct beloved.517  

However, the medical is certainly not the only discourse operative in these compilations, nor 

is it the primary discourse that informs the compilations’ morality about love, sex or interpersonal 

interaction.518 As noted with regard to Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s moralising concerning the male 

gaze upon the youth, certain objects of the gaze and of desire are particularly dangerous from a moral 

standpoint, because one can never make union with the beloved licit, even if that desire is perfectly 

 
514 Ze’evi 2006, 25.  
515 This is not necessarily the case in broader medical theory; the compilers cite only a small pool of 

physiological writing, most of which I have cited here, and do not detail how individual humoral makeup affects 

different people.  
516 On affinity (mushākalah) see ch.2; Bell 1979a, 104–24.  
517 Ze’evi surveys the emphasis on intercourse in broader medicalized discourses, 2006, 31–5. In general terms, 

the prevailing medical assumption was that periodic discharge of all semen (both male and female) through 

intercourse was necessary for one’s health to maintain humoral balance and avoid a whole host of ailments. 

These compilers exclusively used medical opinions in relation to the morality of curing ʿishq.  
518 El-Rouayheb has elsewhere called for us to recognise that discourses on sexuality are not ontologically 

separate, El-Rouayheb 2005, 11–2. See also Balda-Tillier 2022, 2, where she argues for the “uncloistering” of 

different disciplines.  
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normal. Where the medical desituates the emotional experience, the legal and moral resituate it: an 

individual’s love becomes problematic, or likely to cause illness, when it occurs in bodies that legally 

cannot resolve the medicalised emotional condition from which they are suffering. In other words, in 

medical discourses, the emphasis is placed on the individual, whilst in legal-moral discourses the 

emphasis is on the situation itself; here, the law prohibits the cure, the legal overrules the medical. As 

Perlo notes when comparing the approaches of Ibn Sīnā and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah to the cure for 

love, “the physician’s [Ibn Sīnā] first priority is to restore the mental and physical balance of the 

patient, whereas the theologian focuses on the fate of the patient’s soul, and thus must accept the 

patient’s death rather than allow him to succumb to a sinful passion”.519  

Across this chapter, I analyse a series of anecdotes in which same-sex lovers experience the 

grave medical consequences of love, because they cannot engage in licit union. For each of the 

compilers, the medical provides a corporeal framework to understand the operation of love within the 

body, but this is subordinated to the morality outlined across the compilations, which places limits on 

how one can cure and treat the medicalised effects of love, by restricting sexual union to licit 

relationships. Across these compilations, discourses are not ontologically divorced from each other 

but mutually reinforce each other, becoming co-constitutive of the compilers’ elaboration of a 

morality that orders and structures interpersonal relationships and the experience of love around licit 

sexual relationships. 

 

3.1.2 The Legal, the Medical and the Cultivation of ʿIffah 

Ibn Dāwūd, the ʿAbbāsid-era Ẓāhirī jurist and man of letters, is one of the most paradigmatic 

examples of a character who suffered from chaste love-death in these compilations, and his death 

scene, in which he explains his choice to die rather than commit illicit intercourse with his beloved, 

most often called Muḥammad (or Wahb) ibn Jāmiʿ,520 is cited by all of the compilers in this corpus, 

except al-Nuwayrī:521  

 
519 Perlo 2010, 208.  
520 On the beloved, see Raven 1989, 32–5.  
521 The story of Ibn Dāwūd’s death is told in slightly different ways across the compilations; here, I have quoted 

the basic version found in Manāzil. Where relevant, I discuss the different compilers’ framing of the story. See 
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قال دخلت على أبي بكر بن داود الاصبهاني في مرضه الذي مات فيه فقلت كيف تجدك قال حب من تعلم أورثني   ويحكى عن نفطويه

ما ترى فقلت ما منعك من الاستمتاع به مع القدرة عليه فقال الاستمتاع على وجهين أحدهما النظر المباح والآخر اللذة المحظورة فأما 

وأما اللذة المحظورة فمنعني منها ما حدثني أبي به وذكر إسنادا إلى ابن عباس عن النبي النظر المباح فهو الذي أورثني ما ترى 

 صلى الله عليه وسلم أنه قال من عشق وكتم وعف وصبر غفر الله له وأدخله الجنة ثم أنشد في البسيط

 

 انظُرْ إلى السِحْرِ يجَْري في لوََاحِظِه *** وانظُر إلى دعَجَ طَرْفِه الساجي

 ر إلى شَعَراتٍ فوق عارِضه *** كأنهن نمِالٌ دَبَّ في عاَجِ وانظُ 

 

 ثم قال في الخفيف 

 

 ما لهُم أنكروا نباَتا بخَِدَّيه *** ولا يُنكرون وَردَ الغُصون

ه بَدَدَ الشَعر *** فعيبُ العُيونِ شَعرُ الجُفون   إن يكن عيبُ خَدِّ

 

 جد وملكة العشق دعوا إليه قال ومات ليلته أو في يومه الثاني فقلت له نفيت القياس وأثبتهّ في الشعر فقال غلبة الو

 

It is reported that Nifṭawayh said, “I came to see Abū Bakr ibn Dāwūd al-Iṣbahānī when he was sick 

with the illness from which he died. I said, ‘How is everything going?’ He said, love of you-know-

who has left me in the state you see before you.’ I asked him, ‘What is preventing you from taking 

pleasure with him, given that it is in your power to do so?’ In response, he said, ‘Pleasure comes in 

two ways, the first of which is the licit glance, whilst the second is prohibited pleasure. As for the 

licit glance, it has left me in this state you can see. As far as the prohibited pleasure goes, the ḥadīth 

that my father reported to me has prevented me from it.’ He then relayed the hadīth with an isnād 

going back to Ibn ʿAbbās, who said, “The Prophet said, ‘Whoever loves passionately and conceals 

[it] and is chaste and patient, God will forgive him and bring him into Heaven.’ Then he recited to 

me in basīṭ:522 

 
al-Ḥalabī 2000, 74–6; Mughulṭāy 1997, 339–42; Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980 255–8; Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 

see 113 and 122 for his discussion of the story of Ibn Dāwūd’s death, 158-60 for his discussion of the ḥadīth 

about love martyrs, and e.g. 77, 89 for his use of Ibn Dāwūd’s legal or theological viewpoints.  
522 These are archetypal poems of the genre described by Bauer as “apologetic epigrams on the beard’s growth”, 

which he describes as “poetic feats of ambiguity” in which the cause for sadness (the growth of the beard 

engendering the end of the relationship) is packaged as an object of beauty in itself. The cheek remains 

beautiful, comparative to “ivory”, only now with a few ants crawling over it; in the second poem, the sprouting 
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Look at the magic flowing in his glances 

And look at the brilliance of his drowsy eyes 

Look at the hairs [sprouting] above his cheek, 

As if they are ants, crawling on ivory 

 

Then, in khafīf: 

 

Why do they deny the sprouting on his cheeks, 

But permit the flowers on the branches? 

The fault of his cheek is a few hairs, 

But are lashes not the fault of the eyelid? 

 

Then, I said to him, ‘You have rejected qiyās (analogical reasoning) in fiqh, but you have attested to 

it in poetry!’ He replied, ‘[That’s because I am overcome with] the supremacy of feeling and the 

ascendancy of passionate love, both of which require it.’ He died that evening or the day after.” 

 

In the anecdote, Nifṭawayh refers to Ibn Dāwūd’s state as an “illness” (maraḍ) and describes this 

illness as the cause of his friend’s death.523 Drawing from the same medical conception of sexual 

 
of the beard down is compared to the emergence of spring flowers, with the poet expressing his dismay at the 

fact that the beard’s growth is not received with the same admiration. See Bauer 2021, 197–8. The mechanics 

and construction of the couple’s relationship in wider literature is beyond the scope of this chapter. However, 

whilst this anecdote and the poetry Ibn Dāwūd quotes constructs the pair through the normative paradigm of 

older male lover gazing upon his youthful beloved, this is not always the case; in Dīwān al-ṣabābah, for 

example, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah notes that Ibn Jāmiʿ spent money on his lover and sought to be close to his lover’s 

heart through “al-birr” (affectious devotion); Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 255. Likewise, Mughulṭāy notes that wa-

mā ʿurifa fīmā maḍā min al-zamān maʿshūq yunfiq ʿalā ʿāshiqihi illā huwa (no other beloved has been known 

in history to spend [money] on his lover except for him [Ibn Jāmiʿ]); Mughulṭāy 1997, 340. It was usually 

assumed that the older male was the “lover” (ʿāshiq) whilst the “beloved” (maʿshūq) was either a woman or 

male youth (see, e.g. Brookshaw 2019, 216–7; El-Rouayheb 2005, 27; Rowson 2008a, 195–7). In this 

relationship, however, we see the roles become confused between the two; Tobkin has suggested that Ibn 

Dāwūd’s relationship was founded on a principle of ikhāʾ (brotherhood) and demonstrates a “pioneering” vision 

of male-male love for the ʿAbbāsid period; Tobkin 2021, 315–9.  
523 Elsewhere, we see the relationship painted in quasi-medicalised terms. Ibn Jāmiʿ goes to the bathhouse and, 

after treating his face (aṣlaḥa min wajhihi) covers it up and heads straight to Ibn Dāwūd’s house. Upon seeing 

the covered face, Ibn Dāwūd feared that a plague had befallen his lover (khāfa an takūn laḥiqatnī āfah); Ibn 

Jāmiʿ unveils his face and says that he saw his face in the mirror and it pleased him (aʿjabatnī), so he decided 

no-one should see it before Ibn Dāwūd, at which point Ibn Dāwūd faints (ghushiya ʿalā Ibn Dāwūd); Mughulṭāy 

1997, 340; this anecdote is nestled into a conversation between Ibn Jāmiʿ and a caliph described below in Ibn 

Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 255. See Alharthi 2021, 198–202 for a survey of illness and wasting away as imagined within 
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union as the cure for love as elaborated in 3.1.1, Nifṭawayh suggests the lover take pleasure 

(ladhdhah) with the beloved. Indeed, unlike several lovers across the compilations, it is not as if Ibn 

Dāwūd is imagined to have any difficulty in securing such union, with Nifṭawayh saying he has the 

power to do so (maʿa al-qudrah ʿalayhi). Despite his ability to engage in curative union with his 

beloved, Ibn Dāwūd reaches for a legal discourse to explain his current suffering. Where the gaze that 

he has enjoyed is mubāḥ, it is neutrally permitted and does not accrue blame; the prohibited pleasure, 

on the other hand, is maḥẓūr, prohibited in its entirety, given that the pair are not in a licit 

relationship. Both are terms from the five rulings (al-aḥkām al-khamsah) that classify human action 

along an obligatory-prohibited sliding scale; in this anecdote, Ibn Dāwūd is making specific legal 

claims on different courses of action that are open to him, and evaluating his choices against a 

licit/illicit framework.524 Thinking back to the prohibition on liwāṭ as a sex act, the medical here 

becomes constrained in Ibn Dāwūd’s experience of passion by the legal: pleasure is prohibited 

because, as two men, the pair cannot make their union licit through marriage or concubinage.  

 Given his professional identity, the use of this terminology and legal reasoning is 

unsurprising. On a biographical level, Ibn Dāwūd rose to great legal prominence following his 

father’s death and, in anecdotes recorded by al-Masʿūdī (d.345/956), Ibn al-Nadīm (d.385/995) and 

others, we see Ibn Dāwūd displaying a grandiose legal prowess well beyond his years, a prowess that 

led him to become one of the foremost Ẓāhirī jurists of his day.525 When boiled down to its essential 

core, this anecdote explores how a jurist, someone whose professional training and career is invested 

in legal processes and considerations, might act when faced with a situation like this one, when placed 

into a position of temptation to commit legal infractions (illicit sexual intercourse). This anecdote 

 
the ʿudhrī tradition, including fainting. Fainting is one of several somatic reactions that occur in anecdotes; these 

reactions express the depth of the feelings and the fact that emotions can have grave and uncontrollable medical 

effects upon the body. See, for example, al-Ḥalabī 2000, 95–7, 122, 125, 135, 238 and passim or Mughulṭāy 

1997, 145–7, 163, 189, 262, 277–8 and passim. See Balda-Tillier 2014c for a discussion of the typology of 

signs/symptoms of love; see also, Behzadi 2017, 821–3; Dols 1992, 314–20.   
524 Calder, “Uṣūl al-fiḳh” (EI2); see also Hallaq 2009, 19–21.  
525 Ibn Dāwūd displays his legal prowess against Ibn Surayj, his famed legal nemesis; see, for example, al-

Ḥalabī 2000, 76–7 or Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 255–6. See also Ibn al-Nadīm 1994, 268–9; al-Masʿūdī 1861, 

8:254, 277; neither Ibn al-Nadīm nor al-Masʿūdī include non-legal anecdotes, with Ibn al-Nadīm not mentioning 

Kitāb al-zahrah. Whilst Ibn Ḥazm, of the same legal school, adopted the position that liwāṭ was punished at the 

discretion of the judge and did not warrant the death penalty but rather lashes, it is unclear what his predecessor 

Ibn Dāwūd’s position on this matter was; on the Ẓāhirī position, see Schmitt 2004, 95–7; Adang 2003; Kugle 

2010.  
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places a particular character with a known legal background into a situation in which he would be 

tempted to engage in illicit intercourse and uses this scenario to imagine his experience of emotion at 

the intersection of the legal and the medical. Ibn Dāwūd becomes one example of a character, who, 

despite his medicalised experience of suffering, decides to stick firm to the legal rulings concerning 

different courses of action, and therefore rejects Nifṭawayh’s suggestion to engage in an action that 

would be illicit.  

We see the character’s grappling with the psychology of conflict between his emotional 

experience and his legal training only further enhanced at the very end of the anecdote, when 

Nifṭawayh questions his use of qiyās (analogy) in the poetic description of the beloved’s beard as 

“ants” and “flowers”, despite the prohibition on the use of it in Ẓāhirī legal reasoning.526 Passion, as 

Ibn Dāwūd says, “calls for it”, which might be read as an acknowledgement of the limitations of the 

legal to capture human emotional experience. Here, the demands and strictures of his legal 

methodology are shown to come up short, when compared with the demands of passion and the 

ineffability of describing the beloved.  

 Beyond the pure categorisation of behavioural action into classes of licit and illicit, Ibn 

Dāwūd also explains that a ḥadīth he learnt from his father, the highly venerated Dāwūd ibn ʿAlī 

(d.270/884), often remembered as the founder of the Ẓāhirī legal school,527 prevented him from 

engaging in the prohibited pleasure. The ḥadīth had many different variants and, as has been 

discussed by Gründler, Balda-Tillier and Giffen, was variously received across the love theory 

tradition.528 The ḥadīth, as cited by Ibn Dāwūd, sets three conditions of earthly behaviour in love 

to achieve God’s forgiveness and entrance to Jannah, these being concealment (kitmān), patience 

(ṣabr) and chastity (ʿiffah). Concealment was never firmly defined across the tradition. In his 

analysis of the ḥadīth, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah outlines the various different interpretations of kitmān, 

from concealing the fact of one’s love from other people to the hiding of the beloved’s name (as 

 
526 See Bernand “Ḳiyās” (EI2). 
527 Schacht, “Dāwūd b. ʿAlī b. Khalaf” (EI2); see also Raven 1989, 4; Raven, “Ibn Dāwūd”. 
528 See Cook 2007, 98–104; Gründler 2004; Balda-Tillier 2022, 36–50; Giffen 1971, 100–15. In 3.3, I discuss a 

variant of the ḥadīth that suggests lovers will be rewarded with shahādah, martyrdom. In this section, I am 

focused on the earthly implications of the ḥadīth, and its elaboration of a morality based in the three conditions 

(kitmān, ṣabr, ʿiffah) outlined.  
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undertaken by Ibn Dāwūd in the anecdote above, who merely refers to the beloved as “you-

know-who”).529 Patience (ṣabr), Ibn Abī Ḥajalah says, was sometimes understood as meaning 

that when spending time together, the lovers would remain chaste (ʿafīf) and part (hajr) without 

having committed illicit intercourse.530  

As Gründler comments, the only stable condition across each recension of the ḥadīth is 

the demand for ʿiffah in love.531 The term contains two salient aspects that contribute to the 

compilers’ moral ideas about the experience of love. Long translated as chastity, ʿiffah is a 

complex ethical demand that has both a general meaning with regard to morality and a specific 

meaning with regard to sexual intercourse.  

When it comes to the study of sexuality and emotion in Arabic literary studies, ʿiffah is 

often understood to refer to the “licit boundaries” of sexual intercourse.532 As Jacobi has argued 

in her analysis of ʿudhrī love, ʿiffah “signifies ‘virtue’ or ‘propriety’ with regard to sexual 

intercourse”, meaning the restriction of sexual intercourse to licit relationships of marriage or 

concubinage.533 Indeed, the term and its articulation of love through reference to these “licit 

boundaries” became prominent through the popularisation of the ʿudhrī poetic and anecdotal 

traditions, although, as Jacobi notes, it is hardly ever found in ʿudhrī poetry but developed a life 

of its own in the (later, ʿAbbāsid-era) anecdotal tradition.534 Alharthi suggests that Bedouin 

concepts regarding licit and illicit tactility informed the development of ʿiffah as a standardised 

code that regulated interpersonal interaction, which was propagated within new urban locations 

through the spread of ʿudhrī narratives.535 By contrast, Myrne argues that the anecdotal depiction 

 
529 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah also notes that ʿUthman ibn Zakariyyā, one of the transmitters of the ḥadīth, said it was 

concealing one’s love from the beloved; 1980, 257.  
530 Ibid; see Monica Balda-Tillier 2022, 39–45 on the conditions in al-Wāḍiḥ.  
531 Gründler 2004, 192 n.16.  
532 I borrow this term from Jacobi 2004. 
533 Jacobi 2004, 140.  
534 Ibid, 140. 
535 Alharthi 2021, 56–78, in particular 70–2. Much of Alharthi’s analysis here is rooted in a credulous reading of 

anecdotes (e.g. Mughulṭāy, al-Wāḍiḥ, 87). Unfortunately, Alharthi’s analysis tends to ignore the various 

different literary and historical processes whereby Bedouin knowledge is imagined and idealised, instead 

assuming a flat correspondence between ʿAbbāsid-era anecdotes and pre-Islamic cultural values. The motif of 

the abstemious Bedouin couple is developed in anecdotes cited across the compilations. Two particular 

anecdotes stand out. In one, an old Bedouin woman informed the city-dweller that love is al-ʿināq wa-l-ḍammah 

wa-l-ghamzah wa-l-muḥādathah (hugging, embracing, winking and intimate talk) as compared to the 

citydwellers’ practice of sexual intercourse, described as ṭalab walad (seeking a baby). In another, the woman’s 
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of Bedouins as idealistically abstemious in anecdotes that became highly popularised in 

ʿAbbāsid-era Baghdad was “probably more a literary motif than based on real experience”.536  

Whatever its actual origins, Bedouin or literary, cultural or textual, ʿiffah quickly became 

central to certain idealised emotional discourses of early ʿAbbāsid Baghdad;537 as Balda-Tillier 

argues, after the arrival of Islam and the establishment of an Arab aristocracy in Baghdad, “it 

seemed necessary to develop an ethic of love that could find its place among the Persianised and 

urbanised aristocratic circles whilst still appearing to conserve the ancient values of Bedouinity”, 

values that may or may not have existed outside of their literary representation in ʿudhrī 

anecdotes and poetry.538 This code of behaviour married the medical conceptions of love (and 

love-death) with new Islamic legal norms regarding sexually licit/illicit behaviours.539  

We see some evidence for this valorisation of ʿiffah as a moral value that sits in direct 

contrast with sexually illicit behaviour in al-Kharāʾiṭī’s Iʿtilāl al-qulūb. His chapter on al-iftikhār 

bi-l-ʿafāf (taking pride in ʿiffah) draws on a considerable pool of ʿudhrī anecdotes, poetry and 

ḥadīth texts to outline ʿafīf behaviour.540  Much like the thirtieth chapter in Dīwān al-ṣabābah, 

this chapter serves to outline the optimal moral behaviour that one should adopt in love and 

contrasts with the illicit; al-Kharāʾiṭī outlines ʿiffah first, before embarking on the description of 

the illicit in the following chapter on zinā.541  

 
body is split in half, with the top half open to the lover to enjoy as he wishes, but with the bottom half covered 

up to prevent intercourse; see Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 241 and Mughulṭāy 1997, 85 and 87 for a variant anecdote 

and 167–8 for a story about Jamīl and Buthaynah that revolves around a similar motif; Alharthi 2021, 134–6; on 

the motif of the Bedouin informant, see Szombathy 2015. In Risālat al-qiyān, al-Jāḥiẓ lamented the fact that the 

veil has segregated the genders in ways that are at odds with the early stories of Bedouin romance; al-Jāḥiẓ 

1980, 3–7 [Arabic text].  
536 Myrne 2018b, 216. 
537 As Balda-Tillier has argued, in the ʿAbbāsid period, the spread of ʿudhrī literature gave way to the 

conception that love became manifest in signs (ʿalāmāt) which were “carried on the body”, which Balda-Tillier 

describes as “the stigmata of passion”; Balda-Tillier 2014c. The symptoms of love as elaborated and imagined 

among ʿudhrī lovers then became recognisable to the initiated and became a “system of communication” 

between those of noble esprit in ʿAbbāsid literary culture, part of a broader culture which began to view love as 

a transcendental and sublime experience which revealed one’s refinement (ẓarf), on which see Leder 2011, 42–

4. For an alternative reading, see Alharthi 2021, 201, where she argues that this conception was already present 

in the efflorescence of the ʿudhrī tradition in the poetry of the Umayyad period.  
538 Balda-Tillier 2014c. 
539 Ibid. 
540 Al-Kharāʾiṭī 2001, 94–103.  
541 Ibid, 104–110.  
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It is at this same point in time, the same time in which Ibn Dāwūd, the historical jurist, 

was alive, that, as Bray argues, literary and poetic attitudes began “to rub off” on social 

behaviour, and we see the emergence of “al-ẓurafāʾ” (the refined ones), who, to a certain extent, 

appear to have been influenced by the idealised emotional landscapes depicted in the stories of 

ʿudhrī lovers as an aesthetic and ethical model and ideal.542 The central text that nominally 

contains information regarding ẓarf is al-Washshāʾ’s al-Ẓarf wa-l-ẓurafāʾ a text that, like Nancy 

Mitford’s quasi-satirical Noblesse Oblige, teeters somewhere between the literary and the real, 

listing the various different behaviours, clothes and actions suitable for people who wish to be 

considered ẓarīf. As Bray has noted, where some scholars tend to assume a fairly flat 

correspondence between the contents of the text and a real historical group, the picture is 

somewhat more complicated and the text does not “document emotions in the raw” making it a 

difficult text to use as a source for the social history of emotions or morality outside of the text.543  

Al-Washshāʾ is not alone in marrying ẓarf with ʿiffah; the same connection can be found 

in Kitāb al-Zahrah, in which Ibn Dāwūd includes a chapter under the heading “man kāna ẓarīfan 

fa-l-yakun ʿafīfan” (whosoever is refined, let him be chaste).544 Whilst these specific authors tied 

ẓarf and ʿiffah together as values to be inculcated by certain in-group members of refined society, 

it is hard to generalise beyond these authors and these texts. In general terms, whilst the ʿafīf 

stories of ʿudhrī lovers became greatly influential in the ʿAbbāsid-era literary imaginary, it is not 

as if there are no stories which display other values and ideals; moreover, we simply cannot 

assume there was a flat correspondence between the contents of a text like al-Ẓarf wa-l-ẓurafāʾ 

and any real historical group, nor between a work like al-Zahrah and extra-textual emotional 

reality, nor can we assume these authors’ individual ideas regarding the interlacing of ʿiffah and 

 
542 Bray 2019, 197.  
543 see Bray 2019, 197. For al-Washshāʾ’s comments on love as a key tenet of ẓarīf culture, see al-Washshāʾ 

1985, 121–78. On the historical and social manifestation of ẓarf and its integration into ʿAbbāsid-era literature, 

see Ghazi 1959, in particular 63–4, Enderwitz 1989 and Zakeri 2020. Moreover, it is worth mentioning that this 

is the same historical period and literary culture in which a “code of social competence” revolving around 

discourses of love established itself at the ʿAbbāsid court, Algadi et al 2000, 1257–9. 
544 Ibn Dāwūd 1985, 1:117. Raven has suggested that Ibn Dāwūd may have served as an inspiration to al-

Washshāʾ, Raven 1989, 30–40; see also Giffen 1971, 70–1, n.8. 
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ẓarf stretch beyond their own moral frameworks or literary imaginations or have any actual extra-

textual presence within historical practices of emotion. 

 Several centuries later, however, ʿiffah (sometimes the compilers use the synonym ʿafāf) was 

adopted as a central and guiding moral principle by all of the compilers of this corpus, a moral 

demand that the compilers hope to see extended out into the interpersonal.545 Al-Ḥalabī, for example, 

describes ʿiffah as the keystone on which he has built his book (fa-banaytu hādhā al-kitāb ʿalayhi);546 

Ibn Abī Ḥajalah spends his penultimate chapter, in which he cites Ibn Dāwūd’s death-scene, retelling 

stories of lovers who “ittaṣafa bi-l-ʿafāf wa-bi-aḥsan al-awṣāf” (were characterised by ʿafāf and the 

best of attributes) where ʿafāf becomes singled out among attributes as the most important for making 

a lover praiseworthy.547 As for Mughulṭāy, the ḥadīth cited by Ibn Dāwūd “heads the preface” and 

“sets the tone” for the whole work,548 which Balda-Tillier describes as a vindication of the religious 

validity of the doctrine of love-shahādah elaborated by different recensions of the matn (3.3).549  

Whilst Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah does not quote the ḥadīth or story of Ibn Dāwūd 

approvingly, as I will discuss below, ʿiffah remains a central moral demand in Rawḍat; in his twenty-

third chapter, devoted entirely to ʿiffah as a moral principle, he analyses the use of the term in the 

Qur’an and the ḥadīth corpus.550 He goes on to retell the story of Joseph as an example of someone 

who is characterised by ʿiffah, before citing many different stories of similar (mostly but not 

exclusively ʿudhrī) lovers who are defined by their ʿiffah, most of which involve an explicit 

repudiation of extra-marital intercourse between lovers.551 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah notes that the 

seventh of fifty ways that the soul might be salvaged from passion (yatakhallaṣ min [al-hawā]) is a 

 
545 ʿAfāf and ʿiffah are interchangeable terms, both coming from the root ʿayn-fāʾ-fāʾ.   
546 al-Ḥalabī 2000, 55–8. Al-Dībājī argues that this is the central goal of the book and the theme he wants to 

impart to the reader; ibid, 21. 
547 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 251. This chapter is central to the work, the place in which love is most ethically 

depicted, following his exploration of illicit love as both literary and lived phenomenon in the previous chapter.  
548 Gründler 2004, 192. 
549 Balda-Tillier 2022, 36 
550 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 261–76; ʿiffah is here largely tied with ḥifẓ al-farj or the guarding of one’s 

genitals, which is, according to Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, a necessary condition to enter Jannah, ibid, 261. 
551 Many of the stories focus on ʿudhrī characters like Jamīl and Kuthayyir, or are set within the Bedouin desert. 

One of the notable non-ʿudhrī characters who appears several times is ʿUmar ibn Abī Rabīʿah, who is 

surprisingly lauded by Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah for his ʿiffah; e.g. Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 275; I have 

discussed the development of ʿUmar’s moral reputation over time, Lawrence 2021; on the setting of anecdotes, 

see Balda-Tillier 2022, 161–79. 
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preference (īthār) for the pleasure of ʿiffah (ladhdhat al-ʿiffah) and its greatness and sweetness 

(ʿizzatuhu wa-ḥalāwatuhu) over the pleasure of disobedience (ladhdhat al-maʿṣiyah), by which he 

means committing zināʾ or liwāṭ; much like its English translation “pleasure”, there are also sexual 

connotations to the use of the term ladhdhah here, in particular considering the comparison being 

made between the long-term spiritual pleasure one can derive from not engaging in illicit actions (i.e. 

intercourse) as compared to the momentary corporeal pleasure which derives from giving in to one’s 

temptations.552 Elsewhere, he describes ʿiffah as one of the characteristics of inner beauty (jamāl 

bāṭin) alongside other qualities like reason (ʿaql) and bravery (shajāʿah), this inner beauty being the 

place of God’s sight in His servant and the place of His love [for the servant] (wa-hādhā al-jamāl al-

bāṭin huwa maḥall naẓar allāh min ʿabdihi wa-mawḍiʿ maḥabbatihi).553  

For our compilers, writing several hundred years after the initial efflorescence of ʿudhrī 

anecdotes and the emergence of ʿiffah as a moral framework that was adopted among certain 

urbanised literary groups in the ʿAbbāsid period, we might suggest that ʿiffah is less understood as an 

emotional aspect in specific emotional communities than it has become a generalised demand in 

moral discourses on love,554 a behavioural and moral value elaborated in quasi-religious texts like the 

ḥadīth above and in anecdotal depictions of idealised non-sexual love affairs, relationships in which 

the rules of sexual interaction are never transgressed. In some ways, there is a very significant 

development over time here. From the specific link between ʿiffah and ẓarf, a highly idealised and 

mannered quasi-social ideal of behaviour for an exclusive group of upper-crust aesthetes, as we find it 

imagined by al-Washshāʾ, ʿiffah becomes generalised by our compilers. No longer is ʿiffah the 

specific preserve of urbanised or literary elites, or even a mark of distinction in a quasi-classed sense, 

 
552 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 369. “Greatness” captures the double meaning of ʿizzah as powerful and 

precious.  
553 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 190. I take naẓara min to mean the place where God looks through and 

evaluates the believer, can really see the believer’s love for Him. As Ayubi shows, ʿiffah and shajāʿah were 

often linked as two of the highest masculine virtues in the ethics tradition; Ayubi 2019, 82.  
554 I borrow the term “emotional communities” from Barbara Rosenwein; see, for example, Rosenwein 2016, 3–

10. More work must be done to explore the extra-literary emotional lives of the ẓurafāʾ and the ʿudhrīs and the 

ways in which the literary depiction of such groups may construct communities from literature that had no basis 

outside of it; Bray notes the historical complexities of using literary representation to explore the real, extra-

textual emotional history of a supposed group 2019, 195–7. Balda-Tillier also notes that, as far as ʿudhrī 

emotions go, it is highly uncertain if they existed outside of text, Balda-Tillier 2014c.  
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but rather a generalisable moral norm to be inculcated by any (read: free, adult, male) person who 

reads these compilations, cultivates their ʿaql and seeks to put into practice this idealised moral value.   

Running parallel to this specific conception of ʿiffah as a guiding principle in interpersonal 

interaction and one’s own relationship to one’s emotional life, there is a simultaneous development of 

ʿiffah as a crucial term in virtue ethics. As outlined by Ayubi, ʿiffah (Pers. ʿiffat) was 

contemporaneously propagated within the Persian ethics tradition as “self-restraint”, the cultivation of 

which aids against the concupiscible faculty (quvvat-i shahvī); ʿiffah could only emerge when this 

concupiscible faculty was “subordinated to the faculty of rationality” or the ʿaql, returning us to the 

rationalist paradigm outlined in 1.1.2.555 She describes the “training of the nafs”, which is the focus of 

the works she studies, as the “acquisition of ʿiffat”, a quality that enables the individual to extend 

rationalist control over corporeal desire. 

In their emphasis on ʿiffah, the compilers draw on both aspects of the term, elaborated in the 

parallel ethics and ʿudhrī traditions. In articulating their morality around the cultivation of ʿaql against 

shahwah, ʿiffah becomes a central value that combines both the behavioural/sexual aspect of their 

morality and the theoretical/rational. Behavioural propriety and cultivation of the ʿaql become co-

constitutive halves of an approach to the emotions that simultaneously restricts sexual relationships to 

the limits of the legal and reinforces the centrality of the rational control over the emotions to prevent 

the self from committing transgressive acts. ʿIffah works both as a moral principle to be inculcated by 

the self in the self’s fight against its desires and as a generalisable moral demand which places limits 

on who is a permitted sexual partner and who is not. ʿIffah absorbs and translates the legal norms of 

interpersonal behaviour into moral language and connects those legal norms to the cultivation of the 

ʿaql against the shahwah. When Ibn Dāwūd cites this ḥadīth in these compilations, he affirms his 

cultivation of ʿiffah as a moral principle that prevents him from transgressing the “licit boundaries” of 

sexual intercourse or giving in to the temptation to do so, a citation and elevation of the religious and 

 
555 The discussion of ʿiffah reveals the gendered contradictions that pervade the tradition. Articulated as a 

masculine behaviour that bolsters ʿaql against shahwah, women remain able to acquire and cultivate ʿiffah; 

Ayubi describes this as a “gendered disruption” in which women cultivate masculine qualities; Ayubi 2019, 91–

2. Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah is the only compiler in this corpus who considers the implication of women’s 

ʿiffah, defining it behaviourally as ḥifẓ al-farj and obeying her husband; Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 272.  
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moral over the personal experience of suffering and death.556 When the compilers cite this story as a 

central example of the morality they seek to instil in the reader’s behaviour in love, they construct Ibn 

Dāwūd as an example of a character who, despite intense suffering, clung firm to the morality 

outlined across the compilation, and elevated that morality over his own suffering. 

   We see this personal internalisation of ʿiffah as a moral norm imagined in a similar story, 

this time about a man called Muḥammad ibn al-Qāsim al-Naḥwī. The story first enters the love 

theory tradition in Manāzil, but appears to originate in Ibn al-Qaṭṭāʿ al-Ṣiqillī’s (d.515/1121) 

biographical dictionary on the poets of Sicily. Unlike Ibn Dāwūd, a widely known historical 

character, little is known about Muḥammad ibn al-Qāsim and neither tradition supplies him with 

a death date:557   

 

من ألطف ما وجدته من أخبار المتأخرين في تحليهم بالعفاف واتصافهم منه بأحسن الأوصاف ما يحكى عن بعض فضلاء المغاربة  

ن القاسم النحوي أنه هوي فتىً من ولد الجند وكتم هواه وأخفى ضناه إلى أن عيل صبره ونفث الدم فمه بل صدره ومات  وهو محمد ب

 على كتمانه ولم يبح غير شأنه بشأنه )كامل(

 

 هذا جَمَالكُ في الجُفونِ يلَوُح *** لوَ كانَ في الجِسمِ المعذَّبِ روح

 هل يشَتفَي مِنْ قلَبي التبَريح يا سالِماً مما أكُابدُ في الهَوَى *** 

 غاَدَرْتنَي عُرضَ الرَدى وترََكتنَي *** لا عُضوَ لي إلا وفيه قروح 

 لله ما فَعلتْ لِحاظكُ في دَمي *** لو بلََّغَتْ جِسْمِي الرَدى فتَرُيح 

 لوَ عاَيَنَتْ عَيناكَ قَذْفِي مِن فمَِي *** كبَِدِي وَدَمْعِي مَع دَمِي مَسفوُح 

  مَقتْولاً وَلَمْ ترََ مَقتلَا *** وَلخَِلْت أنِّي مِن فمَِي مَذبوُح لَرَأيَْتَ 

 قلُ لِلَّذِي مِنه علَِقْتُ مَنِيَّتِي *** أأباحَ قَتلِي يا ظلَومُ مُبيح؟ 

 كَبِدي علََى صَدْرِي جَرَتْ وإلَى مَتىَ *** أغَدوُ أعَُذَّب في الهَوَى وَأرَُوح؟

 

 
556 In Gründler’s reading, Ibn Dāwūd cites this ḥadīth in the anecdote in order “to vindicate his own concealed 

and unconsummated love for a younger man”; Gründler 2004, 192. I argue that the use of the ḥadīth in this 

death scene is less about dispelling blame or criticism for his passion and more an aspect of the character’s 

legalistic and literalist approach to emotion: motivated by a religious-juridical understanding of his actions in 

the world, the character cites the pertinent religious texts that have prevented him from engaging in sexual 

intercourse with his beloved.  
557 al-Ḥalabī 2000, 91–2; Mughulṭāy 1997, 337–8; Ibn al-Qaṭṭāʿ al-Ṣiqillī 1995, 204-5; Ibn al-Qifṭī 1950-73, 

3:63. 
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Among the most refined stories I have found about recent lovers who adorned themselves with ʿiffah 

and the best of characteristics, is that which is said about Muḥammad ibn al-Qāsim al-Naḥwī, a 

learned and distinguished maghribī (hailing from the Western Islamic world), who fell passionately 

in love with a soldier’s son.558 He hid his passion and concealed his emaciation up until the point 

where his patience became meagre and he spat blood from his mouth, nay from his chest. He died 

still concealing his secret, not revealing [the cause] of his state. (Kāmil) 

 

My eyelids would conjure your beauty, 

If only there were a soul in this tortured body. 

Listen! You who are free of my sufferings in passion.  

Does violence take its revenge on my heart? 

You left me facing ruin; 

You left me no limb without wound. 

By God! What your glances have done to my blood! 

If they destroyed my body, you would rejoice! 

If your eyes could see my liver, tears and blood, 

Spilled out, vomited from my lips,  

You would see a corpse, but no mortal wound. 

You would think from [the state of] my mouth I was slaughtered. 

Say to the one to whom I have hitched my fate, 

Is my death licit, you vicious tyrant? 

My liver runs down my chest: until when will I wake 

And sleep, tortured by passion?  

 

 
558 The beloved being a soldier’s son signals the conventional trope found across much homoerotic literature 

from the period where (often Turkic) soldiers are eroticised; there is another anecdote in Mughulṭāy, al-Wāḍiḥ, 

343–4, attributed to Ibn Ḥazm, about Ibn al-Ṭubnī, who fell in love with a young soldier he saw whilst 

defending Cordoba from the advance of ʿAlī ibn Ḥammūd al-Nāṣir, and suffered in his ʿiffah leading to death; 

see Ibn Ḥazm 1975, 157–8. For further examples of the eroticisation of soldiers, see al-Ḥarīrī 2005 or al-Ṣafadī 

2007. As Rowson has argued, “The particular attractiveness of Turks was an aesthetic and erotic taste that 

predated the Mamluk period but was certainly reinforced by the Mamluk system, as well as by such events as 

the descent of the Oirats on Cairo”, Rowson 2008b, 228.  
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Like many of the lovers across these compilations, he suffers ḍanā (emaciation) and,559 when his 

patience becomes meagre, he nafatha al-dam min famihi bal min ṣadrihi (spat blood from his mouth, 

nay his chest). Turning to the poem, in which he supposedly describes his experience of passion for 

the youth, he likewise writes about the corporeal torment his love has made him undergo (3.1.4). Just 

as he spits out blood from his mouth and chest in the anecdote, in the poem he implores the beloved to 

look upon his body, where the beloved will see qadhfī min famī kabidī wa-damʿī maʿa damī masfūḥ 

(my liver, tears and blood spilling out; lit. thrown from my mouth, my liver and tears with my blood 

spilled out). His body is muʿadhdhab (tortured), lā ʿuḍwa lī illā wa-fīhi qurūḥ (no limb without 

wound); the beloved would see a maqtūl (corpse; killed thing) but no “maqtal” (mortal wound). Using 

this highly graphic language, Muḥammad ibn al-Qāsim paints the effects of love on the body and 

depicts his own suffering as one in which that body is under attack from some unseen force, 

debilitated and wounded as if in an invisible battle, a battle that mirrors the body’s sufferings against 

illness.560 In spite of his very severe, and really quite graphic, experience of love’s medical and 

corporeal consequences, Muḥammad ibn al-Qāsim is described as having “adorned himself with 

ʿafāf” (taḥallī bi-l-ʿafāf). Because of this, he conceals his passion and holds himself back from 

revealing his love for the beloved, or seeking out any kind of cure for his passion, even where that 

leads to suffering and death.561 In his phenomenological experience of passion for the beloved, his 

navigation of his emotional state is subjected entirely to the moral principles outlined in the ḥadīth by 

Ibn Dāwūd, by concealing his passion (kitmān), striving for patience (ṣabr) and remaining ʿafīf, acting 

out these moral demands made. In his sublimation of passion, he, much like Ibn Dāwūd, elevates the 

moral norm over and above his medicalised experience of suffering. Both characters are seen 

 
559 This anecdote problematizes the medical link elaborated by Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah between the (non-

)consumption of food and the control of one’s emotions. Across the tradition, lovers stop eating after they 

experience an all-consuming love, which often translates into the depiction of the lover’s body as emaciated and 

leads directly to their death, without allowing for emotional stasis; see e.g. Mughulṭāy 1997, 145, 196–7, 239–

40, 334, 336. See also Alharthi 2021, 202.  
560 It is worth noting here that, just as he references the medical theory elaborated on in this subsection regarding 

sex as a necessary cure for desire, this poem also serves to accuse the beloved of murder. This participates 

within a much broader depiction of love through the language of warfare (wounds, murder, torture). 
561 A fuller analysis of this anecdote might explore the logistics of the story. In the biographical tradition, the 

boy was fatā min abnāʾ quwwād ṣiqilliyyah (one of the sons of the rulers of Sicily) and the relationship between 

the pair is as ambiguous and unexplored as it is in the love theory recension; Ibn al-Qaṭṭāʿ al-Ṣiqillī 1995, 204-5; 

Ibn al-Qifṭī 1950-73, 3:63. Could the pair have met and engaged in sexual intercourse or is the love affair 

hopeless in part because of the distance between them?  
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embracing and making the choice to die, rather than transgress the moral norms of ʿiffah which they 

have adopted and internalised.562 

 

3.1.3 The Moral Demand for ʿIffah in Male-Male Relationships 

In many ways, these two characters are caught in their suffering because of their beloved. The 

demand for ʿiffah effectively renders all same-sex desire problematic: sexual union between same-sex 

couples cannot be ennobled or made licit because ʿiffah only permits of opposite-sex intercourse 

under the purview of marriage or concubinage.  

Across scholarship, discussions of ʿiffah have generally focused on its currency as a term in 

ʿudhrī anecdotes,563 and there has been no significant analysis of the specific ways in which ʿiffah 

makes meaning in moral discourses on male-male relationships.564 I restrict the discussion here to 

male-male relationships for two reasons. Firstly, there is only one anecdote cited in any of the 

compilations which depicts a woman’s chaste love for another woman, discussed tangentially in 3.2.1. 

Secondly, given the compilers’ focus is on the inculcation of masculine emotional control and the 

male reader’s cultivation of ʿiffah, it is unclear whether they understood ʿiffah as a gendered moral 

principle that implicated women’s behaviour differently. As I noted earlier (n.556), Ibn Qayyim al-

Jawziyyah implies that obeying a woman’s husband was part of her ʿiffah, a moral demand we 

 
562 At the same time as these characters adopt a rigid moral stance, it is worth remembering that, given the 

“involuntary and forceful trial” occasioned by irresolvable love, death was often seen in this tradition as a 

“welcome relief from hardship”; Gründler 2014, 72.  
563 Jacobi 2004; Alharthi 2021, ch.3 are the most comprehensive examinations of ʿiffah in the ʿudhrī tradition. 

See also Leder 2011, 43–4 in which he notes that the ʿudhrī model offered a symbolic code based in ʿiffah that 

became highly influential. This is unsurprising; as can be seen in Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s treatment of the 

subject, by far the majority of anecdotes focused on ʿiffah revolve around emotional interactions in the idealised 

Bedouin past; Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 266–76.  
564 For a discussion of the relationship between the discursive “ideal of love” and male-male desire in Ottoman-

era discourse, see Andrews and Kalpaklı 2005, 73–84 and 156–62 (for Ottoman literature) and El-Rouayheb 

2005, 85–95 (for Arabic literature); El-Rouayheb’s discussion also touches on love-martyrdom (3.3) but tends 

to focus on competing claims about whether or not (i) love could be a transcendental experience (the “idealist” 

position) or was tied to phenomenal desire (the “deflationary” position that emphasized its sexual component, 

something common to the compilations of this corpus) and (ii) whether same-sex love could be a site for the 

ideal of love. Notably, Dāwūd al-Anṭākī, an inheritor of this moral tradition, is singled out as having 

differentiated between opposite-sex and same-sex love, with the former treated with “unconcealed sympathy”, 

and the latter “prefaced with the reductionist claim” that it first emerged in Sodom among the lūṭīs, a claim 

which essentially links same-sex love to same-sex sexual intercourse; I see no reason for this claim to be 

understood as “reductionist” given its invocation of a fairly conventional, albeit literalist and conservative, topos 

that links male-male desire, the practice of liwāṭ and the People of Lot (1.2). Within this tradition of “love 

theory” to which Dāwūd al-Anṭākī was responding, sex was understood as a fundamental aspect of the 

emotional experience of love, both in legal, moral and medical terms.  
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unsurprisingly do not find mirrored in his discussion of man’s inculcation of ʿiffah or its relationship 

to his wife, but there are no sustained discussions of how ʿiffah was understood to relate meaningfully 

to women or, indeed, their love for either men or other women in the compilations.  

It is not as if only male-male lovers find themselves victims of ʿiffah across the compilations 

under study here; by far the majority of those who die from love are in opposite-sex couples in which 

lovers are similarly prohibited from engaging in licit intercourse. Jamīl and Buthaynah, for example, 

probably the most famous of the ʿudhrī lovers, cannot engage in sexual intercourse because they are 

not married.565 Anecdotes depicting the pair are generally motivated by attempts either to make their 

union licit, all of which are doomed to failure, or to live “impractically” within the boundaries of 

ʿiffah.566 In such anecdotes, the inability of the couple to marry is financially motivated or motivated 

by parental desire to marry the female beloved to another person;567 in any case, in the normal 

progression of an ʿudhrī style love affair, the beloved will marry another man and move to a faraway 

place. These plotlines are ubiquitous in early Arabic anecdotes and are the most common conclusions 

to anecdotes in these compilations; couples like Qays ibn Dharīh and Lubnā or Jamīl and Buthaynah 

are but the most common examples of the very potent narrative situation of lovers frustrated by 

external forces beyond their control.568  

Alharthi argues that these couples do not suffer from “ontological barriers” to resolving their 

emotional situation, but that barriers are created for them in order to keep their story going.569 When 

Jamīl desires Buthaynah, for example, the prohibition on their marriage only occurs after that desire 

becomes situated in a specific narrative context and in specific bodies; the coupling fails because of 

social, financial and political problems, all of which are contingent on their interaction with the 

society around them (here, their parents) but which are not technically irrevocable. They always have 

the theoretical possibility of some deus ex machina who might ‘right’ the social ‘wrong’ and bring the 

 
565 Mughulṭāy collects the stories depicting the pair’s relationship together, 1997, 158–68. In the other 

compilations, stories depicting the couples’ relationship are found dispersed across the texts.  
566 Leder 2004, 172–9.  By “live impractically” Leder refers to the occasional conclusion to ʿudhrī narratives in 

which, when presented with the option to marry and make the union licit, the lover has internalised ʿiffah to 

such a degree that they refuse, and instead live nearby their beloved, see 2004, 179.  
567 Mugulṭāy 1997, 172-9. 
568 Ibid, 164–6, 169–71. See Sharlet 2017 for a discussion of ʿudhrī stories which challenge the conventions of 

this storyline.  
569 Alharthi 2021, 73–6.  
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couple together in licit union. Usually, it is only when all hope is lost, all avenues exhausted, that the 

lover will die tragically; hope sustains the narrative, just as it sustains the character’s life. 

Given that opposite-sex lovers also suffer under the burden of ʿiffah, Raven has suggested 

that, when Ibn Dāwūd is talking about his experience of “the prohibited pleasure”, he is not 

specifically talking about the male-male relationship, but rather all relationships which are not 

acceptable within the tenets of ʿiffah.570 He claims that it was not social disapproval of male-male 

sexual attraction or intercourse that would have prevented him from engaging in this prohibited 

pleasure, but rather because Ibn Dāwūd “took Islamic law seriously”.571 There is a modicum of truth 

to this approach, however despecifying it is. However, Ibn Dāwūd wasn’t in an opposite-sex 

coupling; it is of course germane to point out that the particular and specific discourse surrounding 

ʿiffah does not target him specifically because he is in love with another man. However, this is how 

Ibn Dāwūd experiences that prohibition, and the experience of that prohibition is specifically inflected 

because of the orientation of his desire. Whilst I do not suggest that Ibn Dāwūd was exclusively 

referring to the difficulty he experienced as someone who was in love with another man, or that 

“prohibited” only refers to this kind of relationship, I do suggest that it both does real damage to the 

historical enquiry into sexual and emotional pasts to deny this layer of meaning in the anecdote, and 

that it patently misses the way that the terms were meaningful in his life: the pleasure is prohibited 

because he cannot marry another man, meaning he cannot marry his beloved, meaning he cannot 

engage in licit union, despite the pair, unlike many others, having a mutual affection for each other. 

That he cannot marry his beloved, or engage in any form of licit sexual contact, is an effect of the 

curtailing of same-sex relations in the world that Ibn Dāwūd lived, and the world out of which 

anecdotes depicting his relationship originated, regardless of whether the same kinds of regulation 

applied in opposite-sex relationships. Because of this, when it comes to anecdotes like those depicting 

Ibn Dāwūd and Muḥammad ibn al-Qāsim, ʿiffah operates in a fundamentally more demanding way, 

both psychologically and materially, in the lives of the lovers.572 The barriers to their union are 

 
570 Raven 1989, 52.  
571 Ibid, 52-3. 
572 This ties into the discussion in 2.1 regarding the potential to substitute a licit woman for an illicit woman, 

compared to the incurable nature of male-male desire.  
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“ontological”, to use Alharthi’s terms, and they cannot be resolved or overturned through, say, 

financial intercession.  

This has an effect on how these characters are imagined negotiating their emotional lives 

within the anecdote and on the narratological horizons within the anecdotal situation. In contrast to 

the “creation” of barriers between the ʿudhrī lovers, Ibn Dāwūd never has the possibility that such 

nuptials could occur because his beloved was another man. The prohibition here then precedes the 

situation: Ibn Dāwūd’s desire for any man would be prohibited and, in this relationship, the love could 

never be realised between the pair. Fundamentally, Ibn Dāwūd and Muḥammad ibn al-Qāsim are 

shown making and embracing a choice to die, aware from the beginning of their passions that their 

situations cannot be resolved within the moral frameworks to which they themselves adhere. Both 

men, therefore, consciously sublimate their passion in order not to transgress the boundaries of ʿiffah, 

both have internalised the legal and moral demands elaborated through ʿiffah and both place more 

emphasis on the maintenance of ʿiffah than on their own lives. Comparing the two situations here, that 

of ontologically illicit male-male sexual union and the barriers to union that may, but also may not, 

ensue in the pursuit of opposite-sex desire, we see how the compilers’ construction of a morality 

centred on ʿiffah makes different demands on different desires and is therefore experienced differently 

depending on the orientation of one’s desire: ʿiffah constrains male-male desire universally, but only 

constrains opposite-sex love in specific situations.  More than that, however, an insistence on ʿiffah in 

the compilations sets different expectations for men who experience desire for another man: they may 

only make that desire honourable or praiseworthy through the sublimation of it and, given the medical 

theories which undergird the compilers’ understanding of love, death. ʿIffah renders all male-male 

desire a priori irresolvable and defers all hope to the Afterlife. It is here that the force of ʿiffah upon 

the same-sex couple makes itself felt in their phenomenological experience of desire: ʿiffah robs the 

couple of a future and of hope. Without hope, none of the lovers across the compilations, same- or 

opposite-sex, are able to maintain their narrative, and all give up to illness and death.  
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3.1.4 Adab and True Stories? 

What becomes clear from the anecdote about Muḥammad ibn al-Qāsim’s death, is that almost all of 

what was known about him came directly from his own poetry. Most obviously, the anecdote 

describes the character spitting blood from his mouth, nay his chest, a line lifted directly from the 

poem which declares that the beloved would see his liver, tears and blood vomited from his lips if 

only he [the beloved] would look upon him [Muḥammad]. This anecdote is emblematic of Gründler’s 

concept of an anecdote “staging” poetry, or “posing it within a literized social context and 

reception”.573 Here, the poem spills out from its own textual boundaries and implicates the life of the 

poet, whilst the anecdote scaffolds the poem by providing it with a biographical context out of which 

it can be interpreted. This constructs a dialogic relationship: the anecdote uses the poem as evidence 

for its own occurrence, thereby providing the poem with a biographical anchor that frames it as a 

confessional document, in which the reader can supposedly extract information about the emotional 

experience of the poet.574 Muḥammad ibn al-Qāsim’s poetic description of his suffering in love 

becomes written into the real life of the poet, acted out mimetically in the anecdote, in which this man 

succumbs to the passion he described in his poem. In many ways, the poem is the only evidence for 

the poet’s life at all, with no death date or historical context provided either in the biographical or love 

theory tradition. However, the compilers take this story seriously, anchoring it into the recent past 

(min al-mutaʾakhkhirīn) and articulating Muḥammad ibn al-Qāsim as an example of the adoption of 

ʿiffah when faced with the experience of love, an example from which the reader can learn.  

The same is true for the story of Ibn Dāwūd’s death from love, even despite Raven’s 

suggestion that these anecdotes about his life and love have “no value for historiography” and are 

simply made up out of back-projections from themes found in the Kitāb al-zahrah.575 Of course, this 

 
573 Gründler 2004, 96 
574 Lawrence 2021, 324–7. 
575 Raven, “Ibn Dāwūd” (EI3). Raven’s rejection of these anecdotes is not shared by Giffen or al-Samarrāʾī, both 

of whom take the anecdotes at their word, although neither provide any reference that predates al-Sarrāj, whose 

Maṣāriʿ al-ʿushshāq, written roughly a century and a half after the jurist’s death, can hardly be considered 

historical; Ibn Dāwūd 1985, 1:9; Giffen 1971, 9. Vadet, on the other hand, considers these anecdotes as 

legendary, although related to the historical life of the jurist; Vadet 1968, 267; for Vadet’s full discussion of Ibn 

Dāwūd and Zāhirī love ethics, see 267–316. Tobkin takes a bizarrely negative view of these anecdotes, arguing, 

with no sources, that biographers of Ibn Dāwūd portray him as “at best silly and at worst sociopathic whose 

presence in a position of leadership is a danger to the Islamic polity”; Tobkin 2011, 11. The historicity of the 

anecdotes is beyond the scope of this chapter. What is clear is that Ibn Dāwūd’s life and his relationship with 
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anecdote, alongside various others depicting the jurist’s love of Ibn Jāmiʿ, was eventually taken up in 

historical and biographical works, 576 and the story became anchored into the historical past, much as 

many other anecdotes involving historical characters, like the caliph Yazīd II’s (d.105/724) love for 

Ḥabābah, did.577  

As Hamori has noted, despite Raven’s flat insistence on their lack of historicity, Ibn Qayyim 

al-Jawziyyah (and the other compilers) “believed the story” and received these anecdotes regarding 

the jurist as truthful depictions of his death, in large part because these stories were eminently 

believable to him;578 as we have seen, across the compilation, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah (much like 

the other compilers) makes it clear that, in his world-view, death (much like, say, madness, or illicit 

sexual contact) is a normal and, crucially, believable consequence of falling in love, just as falling in 

love was a normal and believable consequence of letting one’s gaze wander upon the phenomenal 

world.  

Because of this, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah was able to be highly critical of the jurist, 

understanding his experience of desire to be entirely derivative of his actions. In his version, he 

argued that Ibn Dāwūd taʿarraḍa bi-l-naẓar ilā al-suqm al-ladhdhī ṣāra bihi ṣāḥib firāsh (in gazing, 

he exposed himself to the malady which caused him to take to his bed).579 In other words, Ibn Dāwūd 

 
Ibn Jāmiʿ became a powerful emotional scene through which to imagine the experience of desire for other men 

with regard to legal, religious and moral norms.  
576 See, for example, al-Khaṭīb al-Baghdādī 2002 3:158; al-Ṣafadī 1931, 3:58–61 for his tarjamah on Ibn Dāwūd 

and 28:21–2 for his tarjamah on Ibn Jāmiʿ; al-Dhahabī 1981–8, 13:109–16. The same is true of the story of 

Aslam and Aḥmad, analysed in 3.2.1; see Sharlet 2010, 42.  
577 On which, see Zakharia 2011.  
578 Hamori 1991, 210.  
579 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 122. Many anecdotes that depict Ibn Dāwūd as a character turn on the 

question of how he viewed the gaze. In another anecdote only cited by Ibn Abī Ḥajalah, Ibn Dāwūd says that the 

zakāt (alms tax) incumbent upon those with pretty faces is allowing the ahl al-ʿishq (people of [=afflicted by] 

passionate love) to gaze upon them, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 255. However, this characterisation in which he calls 

for people to be able to look upon beautiful faces is elsewhere reversed: in another anecdote in Dīwān al-

ṣabābah supposedly related by Muḥammad al-Bukhārī (d.256/870), Ibn Dāwūd is depicted as wearing a ring 

with two lines from the Qur’an: al-Aʿrāf/7:102 (wa-mā wajadnā li-aktharihim min ʿahdin; We have not found 

many of them stick to their word) and Fāṭir/35:8 (fa-lā tadhhab nafsuka ʿalayhim ḥasarātin; Do not grieve 

yourself to death over them). Supposedly, if Ibn Dāwūd saw a man yaluḥ bi-l-naẓar ilā al-aḥdāth (visually 

contemplating young men), he would say to the man to read the ring and laʿallahu yantahī ʿan dhālik (perhaps 

he would stop doing that), wa-allāhu aʿlam (but [only] God knows [the truth of it]); Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 180; 

it is worth noting that the isnād is impossible as Bukhārī died only two years after Ibn Dāwūd was born. The 

anecdotes sit in uneasy relationship to each other and highlight the various inversions of characterisation that 

occur across anecdotes depending on the situation; on which, see Bray 2010b, 195. More to the point, it is laced 

with a thick irony, given the development of his relationship with Ibn Jāmiʿ and his death from love that was 

occasioned by glancing upon his beloved. However, his seemingly permissive attitude towards the gaze is only 

one of several reasons why Ibn Dāwūd became an odious character for Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah; another 
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has no-one to blame for his state other than himself and should never have gotten into the position of 

falling in love with someone with whom the act of sexual intercourse could not be made licit. For 

him, the anecdote is centred on Ibn Dāwūd’s seeking forgiveness (saʿyuhu ilā al-maʿfuww al-

maghfūr) not on extolling his good works (ʿamaluhu al-mashkūr), given that he transgressed the 

moral demand made across Rawḍat not to gaze upon the phenomenal world for fear of falling in love 

with another person, in particular someone with whom licit union was not permitted (2.1), as Ibn 

Dāwūd does here.  

In a way, in the compilers’ citation of both stories, they collapse the emotional situations 

expressed in the anecdotes with the real, and use them to explore moral questions: these tales are cited 

because they are instructive and set examples to be emulated or to be avoided. Indeed, even if Ibn 

Qayyim al-Jawziyyah uses this specific anecdote to criticise an immoral behavioural action (the gaze) 

rather than praise the moral adoption of ʿiffah, he, much like al-Ḥalabī and the others, uses this story 

in order to elucidate his ideas concerning the moral status of different actions and situations and to 

explore how different situations pose individual moral questions. As Hamori comments, this love 

theory tradition took the gestures and stylised interactions of adab and ghazal poetry seriously, 

“perhaps because art shapes life, perhaps because the scholars meant to reach realities behind the 

stylized gestures”.580 In this way, each of the compilers draws on storytelling as a way to explore 

moral questions and uncertainties that arise from falling in love. He may not agree with Ibn Dāwūd’s 

behaviour here because of his permissive approach to the gaze, but elsewhere, Ibn Qayyim al-

Jawziyyah approvingly cites many different stories that depict characters adopting ʿiffah as a guiding 

principle in their interpersonal relationships; indeed, in his twenty-third chapter, on the subject of 

ʿiffah, storytelling forms the primary resource through which he defines and explores the operation of 

ʿiffah in emotional life, with characters in different settings each negotiating their experience of desire 

for others around their commitment to ʿiffah.581  

 
central axis of Rawḍat is his castigation of the Ẓāhirī logic that he perceives Ibn Ḥazm and Ibn Dāwūd espoused 

in their compilations on love; see Bell 1979a, 119.   
580 Hamori 1991, 210.  
581 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 261–276.  
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Balda-Tillier argues for al-Wāḍiḥ that anecdotes “are not entirely fictional from the point of 

view of their users but imitate the real and aim to create an instructive model of exemplary 

behaviour”.582 However, questioning the fictional and/or historical nature of individual anecdotes, or 

framing our analysis of the compilations through these terms, as if they represent hard and fast 

divisions misses the point, somewhat;583 whether acknowledged as historical or not, all of the 

anecdotes are cited as true stories,584 as depictions of the experience of emotion that consequently 

have a purchase on the real. In citing anecdotes of varying historicity from the vast adab tradition, the 

compilers deploy anecdotes in specific chapters or in relation to specific propositions or questions, 

because they contain some kind of emotional truth, even if they cannot necessarily be considered 

historical per se, an ontological division into classes of epistemological certainty that do not 

themselves appear to be relevant for how the compilers use their source base. By the time the 

compilers were writing, the adab tradition had crystallised into a repository of “paradigmatic” 

knowledge,585 which, in many ways, had stood the test of time, having acquired an epistemological 

authority as bearer of “truths which cannot be separated into analytical strands, but can only be shown 

and felt”.586 In using different anecdotal situations as ways to imagine different moral questions that 

arise when somebody falls in love with another person, the compilers levy the textual to imagine and 

make sense of the real, but do not distinguish between the seemingly historical and the fictive or even 

folkloric.587 Each anecdote is used, cited and analysed because it contributes in some way, not always 

positively, to outlining how the compilers understand the morality of different courses of action when 

in love, whether by displaying an idealised chaste relationship or by dramatizing sexual transgression 

(e.g. 1.2.2, 4.1). The compilers therefore use the storytelling tradition in order to probe and question 

the limits of the acceptable and the moral and to imagine and draw lessons about love through 

 
582 Balda-Tillier 2022, 152. 
583 This is the basis of Balda-Tillier’s approach which largely surveys different characters’ relationship to 

historiography; see ibid, 150–2.  
584 Except in very occasional circumstances, e.g. al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:188; see 4.1.3. 
585 Muhanna 2018, 77. 
586 Bray 2005, 12.  
587 There is no epistemological distinction made in the compilations between stories of quasi-fictional characters 

like Majnūn or anonymous Bedouins, and stories of affirmatively historical characters like Ibn Dāwūd. Both are 

understood to convey emotional truths that have relevance for the reader beyond the specific historical 

interaction they depict. Pellat terms Majnūn an “imaginary character”; “Madjnūn Laylā 1. in Arabic Literature” 

(EI2). On the medieval perception of Majnūn as fictional, see Beck 2018.  
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exploring lovers’ tribulations, not to retell the historical lives of significant figures.588 The specific 

setting is less important than the message contained, and the universality of the moral or emotional 

truth contained within an anecdote goes far beyond the rigidly historical. 

When it comes to the death scenes of Ibn Dāwūd and Muḥammad ibn al-Qāsim, the compilers 

cite both stories because of the ways in which they demonstrate characters grappling with their 

temptations and suffering when faced with love for objects of desire with whom licit union is a 

categorical impossibility. More to the point, through these anecdotes, which imagine the operation of 

different characters when faced with the experience of love, the depersonalised and non-specific 

medical and legal discourses come to life. In these scenes, different characters are imagined grappling 

with the demands and prohibitions that emerge from the confluence of the legal and the medical in the 

directionality and embodiment of their desire. Here, the compilers are able to imagine how these 

discourses combine and make conflicting demands upon not just bodies, but people.  

In contrast to Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s dour reception of Ibn Dāwūd’s gazing upon his 

beloved, the other compilers depict both Ibn Dāwūd and Muḥammad ibn al-Qāsim as exemplary of 

the kind of commitment to ʿiffah (in spite of temptation and/or possibility) that they wish to 

communicate to the reader, that they want to see taken up by the reader. In many ways, these 

anecdotes function in the compilations as stories through which the compilers’ understanding of the 

relationship between the medical and the legal can be understood in moral terms and their moral 

priorities communicated: each character chooses to subordinate their medical experience of love to 

the moral principle of ʿiffah and articulate that subordination through moral and legal terminology. 

Where the compilers praise these characters for sticking tight to ʿiffah in the face of intense suffering, 

and hold them up as exemplary, they reveal that the moral priority remains focused on licit behaviour 

in love, rather than solving that suffering. This is particularly stark in Ibn Dāwūd’s repudiation of 

Nifṭawayh’s suggestion to engage in the prohibited pleasure, which acts within the compilations in 

general as the moral assertion of Ibn Dāwūd’s position over that of Nifṭawayh, of the demands of 

ʿiffah over the desire to ease the situation through prohibited means.  

 
588 Even if they were, biographers in the period included “implausible stories” which had “subtle signals” that 

readers need not take them at face value; Cooperson 2005, 78.  
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3.2.1 Earthly Intercession in the Male-Male Couple 

Whilst the compilers praise and marvel at the emotional and moral control exhibited by those 

idealised lovers who die from their experience of love, they were not insensitive to the suffering 

provoked by love itself and were keen to ensure that lovers avoid the extreme emotional state that 

led to death and the temptation to commit illicit intercourse as much as possible. This is perhaps 

most evident in the fact that, across each of the five compilations, there is a significant emphasis 

placed on the importance and necessity of interceding between lovers in order to help them 

achieve licit union. Almost an entire half of Manāzil is devoted to anecdotes in which characters 

intercede to help lovers, this being the central moral demand of the work.589 Ibn Qayyim al-

Jawziyyah’s twenty-fifth chapter is focused on having mercy for lovers; for him, helping a lover 

achieve licit union is “min afḍal al-shafāʿāt” (among the most virtuous forms of intercession), 

because it includes bringing two lovers together into what God and the Prophet love (i.e. licit 

union); indeed, he quotes Muḥammad as saying “lam yura li-l-mutaḥābbayn mithl al-nikāḥ” 

(there is nothing like marriage for lovers) and cites the example of the Prophet trying to intercede 

between Barīrah and Mughīth to emphasise that the Prophet acted to bring lovers together.590 

There are further examples found across the compilations of other important figures doing so, 

including an anecdote in which Abū Bakr purchases a slave girl in order to gift her to the man she 

loves,591 and an anecdote in which ʿUmar ibn Abī Rabīʿah pays four hundred dīnārs to help a 

young and impecunious man he met at the Kaʿbah marry his beloved.592 Intercession enables 

couples to escape the dire fate of characters like Majnūn and is framed in the texts as the 

responsibility of onlookers to alleviate lovers from their suffering; as Balda-Tillier has it, 

intercession is the only method through which to save a lover’s life and is advocated by 

 
589 Al-Ḥalabī constructs a morality based in emotional moderation, explained in al-Ḥalabī 2000, 8–10. For the 

stories of intercession, ibid, 187–343. There are no stories of same-sex lovers in this chapter.  
590 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 304; see 304–15 for Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s full treatment of 

intercession and its relationship to licit interpersonal intercourse. This story was cited by other compilers in this 

tradition to discuss different questions regarding aspects of love and relationships. Mughulṭāy 1997, 30; Dāwūd 

al-Anṭākī 2001, 1:105.  
591 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 406; al-Ḥalabī 2000, 265; Mughulṭāy 1997, 30; Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 174–

5 
592 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 409–10; al-Ḥalabī 2000, 268–70.  
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Mughulṭāy for that reason.593 It also works to stop the spread of sexual vice (3.3); providing a 

licit framework for the resolution of love ensures that people do not engage in the kinds of illicit 

sexual practices that the compilers are so concerned with proscribing. As I noted above, where 

there is always the prospect that the opposite-sex couple will be saved through intercession, such 

an ending is impossible for male-male relationships, in which licit union is ontologically 

prohibited.  

However, that intercession can never lead to licit union does not mean that there are no 

examples of characters interceding in male-male relationships in the stories collected by the 

compilers or that characters were insensitive to the plight of such lovers. In a sense, Nifṭawayh is 

an example of a character who attempts to intercede to help the lover, although his suggestion 

that they engage in “pleasure” is quickly shot down. Perhaps the most striking example of the 

attempt of a solicitous onlooker to aid a male lover of a male beloved happens in an anecdote in 

al-Wāḍiḥ, which Mughulṭāy cites from Ṭawq al-ḥamāmah.594 In the scene, Aḥmad ibn Kulayb 

(d.426/1034), a poet, falls for the chief judge (qāḍī al-quḍāh) of al-Andalus,595 Aslam ibn Saʿīd 

(d.317/929). Aḥmad composed several poems about his love for Aslam, which became well-

known and were recited at gatherings (jarat ʿalā al-alsinah wa-tanūshidat fī al-maḥāfil; lit. 

flowed over the tongues and were recited at gatherings of people). Because of this, Aslam 

stopped going to learning circles (majālis al-ṭalab) and stayed at home, sitting at his doorstop. 

Aḥmad spent the days doing nothing but going back and forth past Aslam’s door (lā shughla lahu 

illā bi-l-murūr ʿalā bābihi) such that Aslam then stopped sitting on his doorstep. At this point, 

Aḥmad’s patience wore thin but over the course of a couple of nights, he employed a ruse 

(taḥayyala) by disguising himself as someone from Aslam’s village, which allowed him to gain 

 
593 Balda-Tillier 2022, 65–7. 
594 Mughulṭāy 1997, 112–6; Ibn Ḥazm 1975, 152–3; al-Sarrāj 2017, 246–50. Al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:206–9, 

attributed the anecdote to Ibn al-Jawzī, and ordered it in a chapter on those who were killed by love. This 

anecdote is discussed by Sharlet in the context of the sociability of desire within the Arabic tradition, noting that 

the perspectives of auxiliary characters within the anecdote reveals the imbrication of homoerotic desire into 

social networks that went beyond the individual subjectivities of lover and beloved; Sharlet 2010, 42–4.  
595 A fuller analysis of this anecdote might explore the personal and professional roles of each character; much 

as was the case in Ibn Dāwūd’s death scene, this anecdote pits characters in situations which either accord or 

clash with their professional commitments and explore how individuals navigate the experience of desire/being 

desired through different worldviews conditioned by different epistemological perspectives.  
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access to Aslam’s house and kiss his hand. After asking Aḥmad some questions about the village, 

Aslam realised the trick and, exasperated, kicked him out of the house. After this, the story’s 

narrator, an acquaintance of both parties, finds him in the worst state (fa-wajadtuhu bi-aswāʾ 

ḥāl). Aḥmad tells the narrator, “my cure is well known; as for the doctors, they certainly have no 

trick for it” (ammā al-aṭibbāʾ fa-lā ḥīlata lahum fīhi al-battata). This cure, he says, is “a glance of 

Aslam” (naẓrah min Aslam), saying to the narrator “if only you could try [and arrange] for him to 

visit me, may God increase your reward from that” (fa-law saʿīta lī an yazūranī la-aʿẓama allāh 

ajraka bi-dhālik)596. Feeling compassionate for him (fa-raḥimtuhu), the narrator goes to Aslam to 

try and convince him to grant Aḥmad a glance of him. After some back and forth, the narrator 

manages to convince Aslam to see Aḥmad, framing it as a visitation unto the sick (ʿiyādat al-

marīḍ), referencing the medicalised frame through which love was viewed. Aslam agrees to go 

the next day and promises to keep his word. When the narrator returns to fetch Aslam the next 

day, having already told Aḥmad that he promised to visit him causing him to feel great joy (fa-

sarra bi-dhālik surūran shadīdan), Aslam became despondent (wajama) and says he does not 

think he can actually do what is being asked of him. The narrator gets Aslam’s coat and walks 

with him to Aḥmad’s house, at which point he turns red (iḥmarra) and becomes ashamed 

(khajila) and flees (rajaʿa hāriban).597 When the narrator returns to Aḥmad’s house and explains 

Aslam’s absence to him, Aḥmad’s state became worse. After leaving Aḥmad’s house, the 

narrator did not reach the middle of his alleyway (mā tawassaṭtu al-zuqāq) when he heard the 

crying over him [Aḥmad] (ḥattā samiʿtu al-ṣurākh ʿalayhi) when he [Aḥmad] died (wa-qad 

fāraqa al-dunyā). Despite some alternative versions that Mughulṭāy includes which recast Aslam 

 
596 Implicit in Aḥmad’s use of yazūranī is a reference to the theme of visitation (ziyārah) which developed as a 

motif in love poetry; for a collection of such poems under the same theme, see Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 136–55. I 

translate law here as “if only”. The use of the impossible conditional highlights the level of despair in Aḥmad’s 

approach to the impossible situation and the inevitability of his death. Following Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, this 

story is emblematic of the danger one gets oneself into by exposing oneself to the gaze in the first place and 

representative of the wayward ethics of those, like Ibn Dāwūd, who permitted the gaze on his deathbed, who 

imagine that looking at the beloved can help the lover or provide relief. The gaze could not possibly cure the 

experience of love which is itself derivative of the gaze, because, as he questions, kayfa yatadāwā min al-samm 

bi-l-samm (how can [one] be treated for poison with poison?); Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 93. 
597 Here, Aḥmad has let himself fall off the deep end in his affections, which produces this “shame” on Aslam’s 

part, who appears embarrassed by the (unrequited) affection directed towards him. Adang argues, on the basis of 

this story and the description of Aslam’s shame, that Ibn Ḥazm understood love to be ennobling, “provided one 

does not let oneself go”, but to act on that love “is another matter altogether”, Adang 2003, 11–12, n.26.  
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in a more accommodating light, in which he did not know about Aḥmad’s state until his death,598 

no version sees Aḥmad receive the cure for his ailment, the glance upon his beloved which he 

claims might alleviate his pain.  

Given the medicalised conception of love proffered by each of the compilers, in which 

physical union is conceived as the way to cure the humoral imbalance occasioned by love, this 

anecdote demonstrates the limits of intercession in same-sex relationships. Aḥmad enjoins the 

narrator to help him glance his beloved, to provide some proximity to the beloved that would help him 

fight off, or that would provide respite from, the malady that is ravaging his body. This contact would 

not cure his experience of love, but merely calm the symptoms of his desire; as Alharthi notes, 

characters were able to sustain their narratives through repeated interaction with each other, even 

where that interaction is not licit union.599 As seen in the anecdote, Aḥmad’s desire does not dissipate 

through physical contact but rather stays at a kind of stasis, an impractical consequence in which he 

can live without becoming bedbound, but is still subject to his desire and the kind of emotional and 

medical affliction caused by it.600 It is only when Aslam finally refuses to visit him that the lover 

cannot go on and succumbs to death: once again, we see the narrative end only when the lover is 

robbed of hope for future interactions.  

The narrator’s ability to intervene in this narrative is limited, in part by Aslam’s 

unwillingness to help his dying lover, but also by the demand for ʿiffah that pervades these 

compilations and the anecdotes within them. Indeed, even had Aslam been willing to visit the sick 

man, the experience of love could not be cured because that desire could never be physicalised into 

curative, licit union within the boundaries of the compilation’s morality.601 Aḥmad, much like the 

other unfortunate lovers in this chapter, is constrained by ethical and legal codes that place limits on 

 
598 In one ending, another figure sees Aslam crying over Aḥmad’s tomb, following the motif of tomb visitation 

after the lover/beloved’s death, see 3.2.2; here, the anecdote could be read as Aslam being unwilling to engage 

in illicit relations not unwilling to visit, highlighting the legal-medical bind described earlier which affects male-

male lovers. See also Sharlet 2010, 42 for further discussion of the alternative endings; the anecdote is described 

in Balda-Tillier 2022, 205.  
599 Alharthi 2021, 73. 
600 I return to the terms laid out in Leder 2004, 179, in which lovers can co-exist with their love unhappily for 

some time. 
601 To put it bluntly, if the anecdote depicted the transgression of ʿiffah, the character would not have been 

included in the biographical dictionary section, which, as Balda-Tillier has shown, is dedicated to those whom 

Mughulṭāy considers exemplary; Balda-Tillier 2022, 128.  
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the free movement between bodies, that bind the medicalised experience of love into legal rules of 

behaviour. Of course, this is not to say that intercession works in all instances for opposite-sex 

couples or is a theme in every anecdote; it certainly did not and was not. However, with regard to 

same-sex lovers, the horizon of possibility is greatly reduced, and intercession has a very limited 

scope within the boundaries of the morality articulated across the compilations to offer any material 

aid to the suffering of the lover: the most that can be achieved is the deferral of pain through visitation 

and stealing glances upon the beloved. The compilations nowhere imagine a solution (3.2.2) to this 

central problem of same-sex desire and this anecdote is no different: the narrator is only able to aid so 

far, but cannot fundamentally resolve the situation, cannot cure Aḥmad’s suffering, because the 

resolution to that suffering would entail the illicit. The narrator’s decision to help the lover, however, 

stems from his compassion (raḥimtuhu) at the dying man’s plight, a sympathy that is emblematic of 

that shared by those compilers who praise Ibn Dāwūd, Muḥammad ibn al-Qāsim and other lovers 

caught between the permissible and the possible. For Mughulṭāy and the narrator, neither the direction 

nor the object of desire itself has a bearing on morality, although the realisation of that desire into 

illicit relations would.  

Worth noting, however, is that the anecdote certainly displays a less exemplary morality on 

the part of the lover than the previous stories cited. Where Ibn Dāwūd was very clear that his non-

engagement in sexual intercourse was motivated by his commitment to ʿiffah and that he embraced 

death because of it, Aḥmad’s death is much less the willed elevation of law above life, given he does 

not immediately succumb to his passion like, say Muḥammad ibn al-Qāsim, but actively seeks out 

ways to continue his narrative by interacting with his beloved, like his employment of ruses to gain 

physical contact (a kiss of the hand) and his attempts, even on his deathbed, to procure further 

tangible contact with his beloved. Despite this, Mughulṭāy continues to paint him as a victim (qatīl) of 

love and cite the story as in some way exemplary, presumably because since he was unable to 

physicalise his relationship, his death is still technically caused by his unfulfilled love, and he still 

technically did not transgress the licit boundaries. Indeed, at the start of each biographical notice, 

Mughulṭāy describes the lover as either a martyr or a victim of love, appending the term shahīd (or 

shahīdān) or qatīl, respectively. Balda-Tillier has analysed the difference between these terms in the 
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compilation at length, arguing that the qutalāʾ of love, those who are not martyrs, “deviate” in some 

way from the model constructed in the ḥadīth (of chastity, concealment and patience), although she 

conceives of them as “twins” of the martyrs, still depicting some level of exemplary conduct but not 

quite fitting the bill of martyrdom.602 In some cases, this is because the individuals cannot become a 

martyr for ontological reasons; pre-Islamic pagans and animals, for example, cannot be termed shahīd 

as they are not Muslims. In other cases, it is because the lovers have engaged in some kind of 

behaviour which transgresses the model; this story is one such example, in which, because Aḥmad 

revealed the secret of his love to wider society and to Aslam, he cannot be considered a shahīd, but 

must be seen rather as a qatīl of love.603 

 

3.2.2 Post-Mortem Consolation and Sympathy 

The corollary to providing intercession in the relationship is the much more common sympathetic 

treatment of lovers after death, which we see imagined via two major motifs. The first is providing the 

pair with union in burial.604 Joint burial is one of the most common motifs that we find in anecdotes 

across these compilations and applies to lovers of all kinds. Most frequently, a narrator travels into the 

desert and come across an unfortunate pair of lovers, whose families prevent their love match. When 

one lover in the pair dies, the other will often expire, following the imagination of love as so totally 

all-consuming that one lover cannot live without the other, and the requirement of hope for future 

interactions to sustain the narrative.605 One of the most famous stories in which this motif is present is 

a story, cited by Mughulṭāy, on the death of ʿUrwah ibn Ḥizām, the famed ʿudhrī lover, and his 

beloved ʿAfrah. The pair were buried together in side-by-side tombs on the road between Mecca and 

Sana’a. The root of a tree comes out of each tomb, eventually intertwining; the people in the area are 

reputed to say taʾālafā fī al-ḥayāh wa-l-mamāt (they were in harmony in life and in [their place of] 

 
602 Balda-Tillier 2022, 128 
603 Balda-Tillier 2022, 119–30. 
604 See, for example, Mughulṭāy 1997, 116, 145, 224, 342, and passim.  
605 See Gründler 2014, 72. 
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death). As Gründler comments, “reunion in death is acknowledged by their survivors with a side-by-

side burial, indicating that the lovers are deserving of each other, even if only posthumously”.606  

 In one anecdote in al-Wāḍiḥ, Mughulṭāy cites a story from Maṣāriʿ al-ʿushshāq about a Sufi 

named Muḥammad ibn Qaṭan, whom he describes as a shahīd, or martyr of love (3.3).607 The narrator 

of this particular tale, Muḥammad ibn Ḥamzah, tells us that Muḥamamd ibn Qaṭan and a beautiful lad 

(ghulām jamīl) were inseparable (kānā lā yaftariqān). They remained like this for a long time but 

eventually the youth died. Sad, Muḥammad ibn Qaṭan became skin and bone (ʿāda jildan wa-ʿaẓman). 

One day, the narrator saw Muḥammad go to the graveyard and followed him. He stood looking at the 

grave from mid-afternoon to sunset not moving or sitting (lam yabraḥ wa-lam yajlis). The next day, 

the narrator returned to the grave to find out what happened to him, finding him prostrate, face down, 

dead (makbūb li-wajhihi mayyit). Calling the people around over to help him, the narrator washed the 

lover’s body and wrapped him in a shroud, before burying him next to his beloved.  

The pair’s relationship and experience of desire is very unusual for al-Wāḍiḥ; unlike almost 

every other character, they are able to enjoy a life of companionship (ṣuḥbah) together before they 

die. It is only after the companion’s death that Muḥammad ibn Qaṭan grows ill, becoming skin and 

bone like so many lovers whose bodies record their emotional state, and dies from the grief generated 

by separation, not the medicalised consequences of the kind of unresolved love that afflicted Ibn 

Dāwūd. Muḥammad’s identity as a Sufi is central to understanding the nature of the relationship. In a 

way, the pair embody the classical ideal of Sufi ṣuḥbah, in which the master-disciple relationship bore 

witness to an intense spiritual connection centred on the shared love of God and the pedagogical 

transmission of Sufi principles.608 Within the language of morality laid out by the compilers in this 

tradition, the pair could be described as “mutual lovers in God” (mutaḥābayn fī Allāh), or people 

drawn together by a spiritual and theological connection rather than a corporeal or sexual one, a type 

of relationship that Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya describes as the afḍal (most virtuous) type of love 

 
606 Ibid, 76.  
607 Mughulṭāy 1997, 342.  
608 See Ernst 1997, ch.5 on the development of the Sufi orders and the theory of ṣuḥbah. For an analysis of 

ṣuḥbah as “spiritual companionship” in the early Sufi thought of al-Sulamī, see Welle 2016. On ṣuḥbah in 

contemporary Cairo, see Berkey 1992, 34–8; Ephrat 2021, 19–62; El-Rouayheb 2005, 36–9. See also Moore 

“Companionship” (EI3). See 2.2.1. 
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(maḥabbah).609 Salamah-Qudsi argues that the translation of ṣuḥbah as “companionship” or 

“friendship” occludes the very real erotica that pervaded pre-modern Sufi relationships (2.2.1).610 For 

these characters within the compilation, however, there can be no hint of perceived sexual immorality, 

given Mughulṭāy’s depiction of them as exemplary “martyrs” (see 3.3), characters who fulfilled the 

rules of the ḥadīth laid out by Ibn Dāwūd, one of which was ʿiffah.611 Central to the anecdote, 

however, is not the way the men interact, but the ending, in which the narrator goes to great lengths to 

prepare the body of Muḥammad ibn Qaṭan and buries the pair together, a motif that is repeated several 

times across al-Wāḍiḥ.  

In another story, a group of men go to Kufa, where the ẓurafāʾ of the area tell them about two 

boys who are in love with each other and dying from that love.612 The pair sit, sick, looking at each 

other. Suffering from a similarly medicalised atrophy, the pair experience the fairly common 

phenomenon of mutual pain, where the lover can feel the pains of the beloved and vice-versa. They 

eventually die from their ʿafīf love and the narrator and his friends mā bariḥnā ḥattā dafannāhumā 

(did not quit until we buried the pair). In another, we see a love triangle, in which a man loves a singer 

(qaynah), who loves another woman who loves the original man. The father of the woman who loves 

the man, who narrates the anecdote, notes that they each died one after the other.613 At the funeral, the 

father describes there being three biers lain next to each other, with each carrying a different lover’s 

body.614 In one day, he says, we buried the three of them (fa-dafannā al-thalāthah fī yawm wāḥid). 

Across these stories, characters who witness the lovers are shown to be sympathetic to their suffering, 

bringing the lovers together into joint burial in acknowledgement of it; as seen by the interlaced trees 

 
609 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 77; he does not provide any mimetic or imaginative portrayal of this kind of 

relationship. See also Cook 2007, 103. Other than here, the compilations are generally silent on friendship as a 

relationship of love; this became a central topic in Ibn al-Bakkāʾ al-Balkhī’s later moral compilation, on which 

see Balda-Tillier 2015.  
610 See Salamah-Qudsi 2018, 224-7; Malamud 1996, 106–8; El-Rouayheb 2005, 36–9.  
611 Much as I argued with regard to Ze’evi’s emphatic description of samāʿ as necessarily sexualised (2.2.1), the 

generic assumption that ṣuḥbah was shaded with the erotic can distort our reading of individual relationships 

and anecdotes; as El-Rouayheb says, “it is not really possible to reconstruct the theoretical justification” for any 

erotic practices, because the sources we have are conceptually “hostile” to them, El-Rouayheb 2005, 37.  
612 Mughulṭāy 1997, 116. 
613 Ibid, 248–9. This is the only example in the texts of a woman depicted as the chaste lover of another woman. 

See Myrne 2020a, 155.  
614 It is only at the funeral that the father finds out about the singer’s death and that this is her bier. 
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in the story of ʿUrwah and ʿAfrah, this motif even imagines this burial as providing a level of 

intimacy post-mortem.  

Intimacy post-mortem is imagined further in the second motif, in which sympathetic 

characters imagine the union of dead lovers in the Afterlife. As Gründler argues, the tradition was 

“reticent” to explore this theme,615 and we only see one pertinent example of it across the 

compilations, this being the deaths of Muḥammad ibn al-Ḥusayn al-Ḍabbī and ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz ibn al-

Shāh al-Taymī, who were companions (iṣṭaḥabā) for a long time.616 They were like hilālān aw 

durratān (two crescent moons or two pearls) in their beauty. Upon the death of one of them, the other 

began to suffer enormously until he also died and, like Muḥammad ibn Qaṭan, was buried next to his 

companion. Throughout, the anecdote describes the pair with reference to their prayer and religious 

striving, their companionship was ʿalā khayr wa-ʿafāf (above board, lit. based on goodness and 

chastity).617 However, the people around the pair were not so convinced. At the end of the anecdote, 

the narrator begs God to see one of them in a dream,618 in which ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz tells the narrator that 

God has forgiven him bi-qawl al-nās fiyya mā lā yaʿlamūn wa-ramyihim iyyāya bi-l-ifk wa-l-ẓunūn 

([in return] for what people said about me that they did not know and [in return] for hurling falsities 

and suspicions at me).619 God brings them together in Paradise (jamaʿa Allāh baynī wa-baynahu), 

 
615 Gründler 2014, 78–9. 
616 Mughulṭāy 1997, 239–40; al-Sarrāj 2017, 157–61; Balda-Tillier 2022, 93–4 and 148. Balda-Tillier (2022, 

148, n.192) identifies al-Ḍabbī as al-Sanawbarī (d.334/945), an ʿAbbāsid-era poet, on whom see James 

Montgomery’s article in EI2. The use of the term iṣṭaḥaba in this context configures the relationship and love 

felt between the pair as primarily non-sexual.  
617 This is a common feature of anecdotes regarding same-sex lovers; narrators frequently wax lyrical about the 

ʿiffah of the couple. This is obvious in the anecdote of Muḥammad ibn al-Qāsim, in which al-Ḥalabī tells us 

about his ʿiffah before we even find out about the beloved. The same is true of Ibn al-Ṭubnī, about whom 

Mughulṭāy and Ibn Ḥazm both write extensively on his ʿiffah and how neither he nor his beloved lam yakun 

lahu zallah qaṭṭ wa-lā fāraqa al-ṭarīqah al-muthlā wa-lā waṭiʿa ḥarāman qaṭṭ (never committed any faults, did 

not stray from the closest path to perfection, never engaged in illicit sexual intercourse); Mughulṭāy 1997, 343–

4; Ibn Ḥazm 1975, 157–8.  
618 Gründler notes that the dream is usually the device used in this motif to imagine the Afterlife, 2014, 77. 

There is a long bibliography concerning oneirology as a method through which prophecy or truth from beyond 

the grave may be communicated; see e.g. Green 2015; Green 2003; Abuali 2020; Felek and Knysh 2012; 

Niyazioǧlu 2016. 
619 Throwing suspicions at lovers is a common motif across the compilations; in one memorable anecdote, 

Buthaynah’s father and brother lie in wait to kill Jamīl, until, after overhearing him test Buthaynah’s willingness 

to engage in intercourse, they decide that his intentions are not immoral. The motif of accusing men who spend 

time with youths is widespread in moralistic literature, following Saʿīd ibn al-Musayyib’s demand to accuse 

such men (2.1.2) or Sufyān al-Thawrī’s accusatory approach to men pleasuring themselves with the youth’s toes 

mentioned (1.1.2); see al-Dhahabī 1987, 67 for an anecdote in which Ibn Ḥanbal enjoins another man to stop 

walking around with his nephew so that people do not get suspicious about the nature of the relationship.  
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allowing them companionship and consolation in the Afterlife, making up for their suffering on the 

Earth and rewarding their excellent moral conduct, in spite of the pernicious rumours going about 

concerning their relationship. Where the people around them are suspicious of the characters’ 

morality, and appear to spread malicious gossip about them, God, whose omniscience in emotional 

affairs guarantees the couple’s chastity, is revealed to have known the truth of their relationship, a 

truth which is only revealed to and accepted by the people around them through the pair’s suffering 

and death.620 Here, God Himself is imagined to be sympathetic to the lovers’ plight, taking on the role 

of the onlooker who provides the lover some post-mortem relief.  

Across both motifs, union through burial and union in the Afterlife, it becomes clear that 

lovers are not (in general) being judged, either by onlookers within anecdotes or by the 

compilers, for the orientation of their desire. As Gründler has commented, in the Arabic literary 

tradition, love has several “transcendental” elements and most of the compilers understood that 

“pure love places lovers above human judgment and makes them worthy objects of God’s 

mercy”.621 Irresolvable love is conceived by the compilers as a difficult emotional experience that 

causes considerable misery to those who experience it; the compilers can sympathise with and 

marvel at those who are subject to it and, when characters become admired, they receive a kind of 

consolation for their earthly tribulations.  

That is not to say they are never judged. It is worth remembering here that Ibn Qayyim 

al-Jawziyyah did, unlike the other compilers, adopt an unsympathetic outlook on lovers who had 

taʿarraḍa (exposed themselves) to it through the glance, as we saw earlier (3.1.4), although this is 

not a consistent policy; when discussing the question of the glance, his sympathy tended to be 

reserved for individuals who had fallen in love through no fault of their own (e.g. through the 

chance glance). His discussion of faulting lovers, which turns on the question of whether love is 

iḍṭirārī (obligatory) or ikhtiyārī (facultative), is central to his dour view of lovers like Ibn 

 
620 Cook describes the pair as “mutual lovers in God, two males who loved each other purely and will be joined 

together in Heaven”, 2007, 103.  
621 Ibid, 74. Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah would dispute this, as only human love for the divine or for licit, but 

unattainable objects of love (e.g. a dead wife) could be transcendental in his conception. Hamori argues that this 

shows that even in his “no-nonsense” theology there was influence from ghazal; Hamori 1990, 210.  
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Dāwūd.622 On the other hand, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah does not directly criticise many other 

lovers (e.g. Jamīl), even despite the fact that they did glance upon their beloved and are quoted by 

him as doing so in anecdotes. This is one example of the at times contradictory, or at least 

inconsistent, application of his thought to analyse the anecdotes he cites.   

However, at its root, the motif of consolation in death (through joint burial or Afterlife 

union) exposes both the fundamental rigidity and lack of accommodation in the compilers’ 

earthly morality, as well as the moral demands being made upon such lovers as those who, in 

same- or opposite-sex relationships, cannot make their union licit. In sum, the compilers all 

demand that lovers sublimate their passion until such a time as it might be made licit in marriage, 

even where that sublimation leads to grave suffering and death. Within the sympathy extended to 

lovers lies the recognition of this harmful bind that lovers find themselves in. Yet, sympathy does 

not liberate; it naturalises. By helping lovers and sympathising with them, but not challenging the 

moral norms which inhibit licit union, the compilers and the onlookers within anecdotes 

essentially accept that this suffering and death are the natural and inevitable effects of a morality 

which renders different bodies acceptable or unacceptable partners in intercourse. Given the ways 

in which same-sex love is specifically impossible in an “ontological” sense in these compilations, 

to return to Alharthi’s terminology, in part through the adoption of ʿiffah as a moral demand, this 

becomes particularly acute in cases of same-sex love. Where opposite-sex characters have the 

potential future of marriage or concubinage, the same-sex lover is inherently unable to resolve 

their emotional state into licit union. The sympathy of onlookers does not change or imagine 

ways in which same-sex love might have different outcomes, in which same-sex love might 

become liveable; where the compilers iterate the experience of moral or praiseworthy same-sex 

love as an experience of suffering and emotional sublimation before death, they reinforce this as 

a necessary, albeit sad, conclusion to such desire.  

 
622The answer is that love may be iḍṭirārī but can only be sympathised with when the process through which it 

happens was accidental; Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 132–136. This was quoted verbatim in Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 

1980, 32–7, although it does not inform Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s reception of Ibn Dāwūd or those like him. 
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Of course, the notion that the compilers should or could explore alternative forms of licit 

sexuality for same-sex couples, or that they should question and challenge the moral norms they adopt 

which constrain the potential for licit same-sex union, is itself a reductionist and ahistorical reading.623 

Following Butler, we might note that social construction is not the same as artifice and the compilers 

are not at liberty to make and unmake sexual norms or ideas at will, but are conditioned by “the 

domain of constraints” that structure the individual’s understanding of the world around them.624 One 

“is constrained by not only what is difficult to imagine, but what remains radically unthinkable”. With 

regard to our compilations, the compilers could not simply turn around and construct a morality in 

which same-sex union could become licit, given the overwhelming religious prohibitions on it; as 

Kecia Ali says, same-sex marriage was a “ludicrous” question within legal theory because “a licit 

same-sex relationship is a categorical impossibility”.625 Although Nifṭawayh, for example, clearly saw 

no reason not to proffer illicit union as the best option to allow Ibn Dāwūd to resolve his passions, the 

fact of its rejection in favour of the moral demand only further cites the moral demand as a demand 

within the compilations’ morality and underscores the rejection of illicit intercourse as a way out of 

earthly suffering. This acts as what Butler would call a “repudiation of certain sexual possibilities”, 

entrenching the prohibition on same-sex sexual intercourse and rendering it “radically unthinkable” 

from the standpoint of morality. There is no squaring of the moral circle: aware and (mostly) 

sympathetic to the fact that love for people with whom one cannot engage in licit union happens and 

is perfectly normal, the compilers nevertheless subordinate the earthly experience of that love to the 

maintenance of a conservative morality based on strict rules concerning licit and illicit sexual 

couplings. In doing so, they celebrate those lovers who stuck fast to the moral norm in the face of 

 
623 This is not to say that reading for liberation in pre-modern texts is a vain quest. There have been many 

modern re-readings of Islamic sacred texts or ethics that read explicitly for liberation. See, for example, Kugle 

2010; wadud 1999; Ayubi 2019; Mernissi 1991. As Ayubi argues, rather than explore alternatives to a 

traditional patriarchal masculinity, rather than imagine a world in which the ethics of masculinity might be led 

by gender justice, the ethicists in her study actually worked, through the omission, suppression or active 

inclusion of different materials, to reinforce gendered injustice; Ayubi 2019, 7. The morality of these 

compilations is likewise a conservative attempt to reinforce traditional moral norms of interpersonal interaction, 

rather than explore suffering and/or justice, such as it might be understood from a moden social justice 

perspective. 
624 Butler 2011, 59.  
625 Ali 2016, 99; despite being a legal impossibility, the prospect of same-sex marriage was imagined and 

explored in parodic literature, see Pomerantz 2021, 183–6.  
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suffering. Despite the promise of Afterlife consolation and reward, and despite this sympathetic 

posture, the experience of same-sex desire nevertheless remains an experience of prohibition, an 

ontologically impossible experience of desire based in the impossibility of realising sexual desires in a 

licit fashion. In short, our compilers are able to praise these lovers and sympathise with their plight. 

Yet, this praise can only be achieved through death and suffering, even if that death and suffering are 

depicted by the compilers, who do not experience it, as ennobling. 

 

3.3. Afterlife Rewards: Shahādah and the Internalisation of Eschatological Concern 

The prior line of argumentation, focused tightly on the earthly experience of same-sex love as 

regulated by the demand for ʿiffah within the compilations, misses a very significant aspect of the 

psychological experience of prohibited love: the interrelationship between earthly action and 

eschatological fate. Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah notes that eschatology is the most important motivating 

factor for the adoption of ʿiffah. In his analysis of religious material, all of which, he argues, makes 

clear the links between ʿiffah and entrance to Jannah, and of stories which depicted lovers adopting 

ʿiffah in their emotional lives, he argues that the highest, or most virtuous reason for adopting ʿiffah is 

in the hope of eschatological reward. Here, he refers directly to pleasure with the ḥūr in the Afterlife, 

something which, he says, is not permitted to individuals who have engaged in illicit union on 

Earth.626 If that cannot motivate ʿiffah, then the next most virtuous reason for sticking to morality is 

the will (raghbah) to avoid Hellfire. The least virtuous reason for adopting ʿiffah is the fear of 

Afterlife punishment. At this point, he argues that in adorning oneself with ʿiffah, and in the 

knowledge of Afterlife rewards, there is a greater pleasure (ladhdhah aʿẓam) than that which derives 

from resolving the need (qaḍāʾ al-waṭar) engendered by sexual desire, using the same terminology as 

we saw in 3.1.2 and 2.1. Throughout this section, ʿiffah, and the practice of morality in general, is 

understood to be tied irrevocably to one’s internalisation of eschatological punishment or reward. In 

his reading, these two aspects of the compilation, the citation of graphic Afterlife punishments and the 

 
626 The religious justification for this assertion, he says, is a ḥadīth which says people will not drink alcohol or 

wear silk in the Hereafter if they do on Earth. For this entire discussion, see Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 

269–70. This section is reminiscent of the interdiction-jouissance paradigm outlined in Lagrange 2008a, 

building on Stetkevych 1997.  
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hope for Afterlife rewards, are co-constitutive in the psychology of emotion, and both are utilised to 

motivate and incentivise moral action in relationships.627 Both connect the earthly with the 

eschatological and draw on the affective power of one’s eschatological fate to order and structure 

human behaviour in the earth. Where compilers cite punishment narratives, the reader is enjoined not 

to engage in certain illicit sexual practices for fear of their eschatological fate; at the same time, those 

practices become excised from the realm of the moral. Here, where the reader is promised reward in 

the Afterlife, the compilers draw on the anticipation of such reward as key motivator of chaste 

conduct; parallel to this, those behavioural choices which lead to reward, like not engaging in illicit 

intercourse, become idealised moral behaviours.  

Across the compilations, we see several examples of how characters are imagined to 

internalise the consideration of their eschatological fate in their interpersonal relationships and in 

the phenomenological experience of desire as they interact with the beloved. Ibn Dāwūd is a 

prime example of this. He has an insistent understanding of his emotional life that is intimately 

bound up in religious and legal norms and tied to his eschatological fate. In his death scene, when 

he cites the ḥadīth, in which chaste conduct leads to Afterlife forgiveness and entrance to Jannah, 

Ibn Dāwūd articulates his sublimation of his desires around his concern for his eschatological 

fate: citing a (nominally) religious text as the reason for his adoption of a morality centred on the 

non-consummation of desire, Ibn Dāwūd elevates his Afterlife reward above his earthly life. In 

another anecdote related by Ibn Abī Ḥajalah,628 Ibn Jāmiʿ is being questioned by a caliph about 

his relationship with Ibn Dāwūd.629 In this anecdote, the caliph asks Ibn Jāmiʿ if Ibn Dāwūd ever 

did anything makrūh (reprehensible), again using the distinct terminology of Islamic legal theory 

to classify different types of behaviour in love.630 Ibn Jāmiʿ responds that he did not, except that 

 
627 The same is true for Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 30; here, he quotes Qur’an al-Nāziʿāt/79:40–1, in which God says 

that Jannah is a maʾwah (refuge) in the Afterlife for lovers who feared God in their life and “nahā al-nafs ʿan 

al-hawā” (restrained the soul from hawā). This is part of his broader discussion of the praise and blame of love, 

in which he argues that love is praiseworthy, when it is carried out in line with morality.  
628 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 255 
629  Al-Ṣafadī names this caliph as al-Mutaqqī li-llāh (r.329/940–333/944), meaning that the conversation 

happened thirty years after Ibn Dāwūd’s death; see al-Ṣafadī 1931, 18:21. This follows a standard motif that 

dramatizes a beloved revealing information about their lover to a caliph or member of the royal household. In 

our compilations, we see examples that include Laylā being quizzed by Muʿāwiyah and Buthaynah by ʿAbd al-

Malik; see Mughulṭāy 1997, 142 and 167 respectively. 
630 Makrūh acts are not technically sins; El-Rouayheb 2005, 149.  
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once, when Ibn Dāwūd was spending the night at Ibn Jāmiʿ’s house, he uncovered his face and 

apostrophised to God, allāhumma anta taʿlam annī uḥibbuhu wa annī urāqibuka fīhi (O God, you 

know that I love him and that I fear you because of it).631 That which Ibn Jāmiʿ apparently finds 

legally reprehensible, the ecstatic and excitable revelation of Ibn Dāwūd’s sexual temptation for 

his beloved, is couched through the language of temptation to the illicit: Ibn Dāwūd knows that 

his love for Ibn Jāmiʿ is known by God, and in that knowing, Ibn Dāwūd knows he must remain 

Godfearing, must fear his choice of action so as not to commit any illicit action when the pair are 

together.632 It is the awareness of God’s immanence in the couple and the prospect of 

eschatological punishment or reward, which informs and motivates Ibn Dāwūd’s behaviour in the 

relationship, the way he manages his emotions and interactions with Ibn Jāmiʿ, connecting the 

earthly practice of behaviour at the most granular level to its wider cosmological significance.  

Whilst the inability to make one’s desire licit may be painful and difficult, and whilst it is 

understood to require characters to work towards it, the greatest moral example is encapsulated 

by characters who willingly defer their own experience of pleasure in the service of their 

eschatological fate. Across the compilations, this articulation of reward for morality is intended to 

provide a considerable incentive to strive for ʿiffah, even where doing so engenders suffering, and 

the expectation is that individuals internalise and meditate on their eschatological concern as they 

interact with their beloved and face phenomenal temptation.  

By far the most significant Afterlife reward mentioned across the compilations is the 

promise of shahādah or martyrdom, elaborated on at length by Mughulṭāy and adopted by Ibn 

Abī Ḥajalah and al-Ḥalabī; shahādah conveys the highest level of reward and most elevated 

status in the Hereafter.633 Much has been written on love-shahādah in the Arabic tradition. Cook, 

Gründler and Bin Salāmah have all surveyed the historical development of the doctrine and its 

 
631 Rāqaba means both to fear (usually used, as here, of God) and to keep an eye on, or remain attentive to 

something; here, it reveals Ibn Dāwūd’s simultaneous internalization of concern for his eschatological fate (i.e. 

fear) and the constant attention he places on God in his interpersonal interactions, because of that fear.  
632 This story dramatizes the individual’s awareness of God’s knowledge of their sexual life and deeds. The 

inference here is also that one’s sexual practices are never hidden from God (1.2). 
633 Cook has outlined at length the Afterlife rewards that attended the shahīd in Jannah; Cook 2007, 38; see also 

Lagrange 2008a, 39–44; see also Balda-Tillier 2022, 46–7.  
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acceptance across the tradition, as well as the implications of describing love through the 

language of martyrdom.634 As Gründler has commented, the term martyr does not capture the 

implications of the term shahādah (martyrdom). The term is “bound up” with jihād, which she 

translates as “holy fight... the struggle of Muslims against unbelievers” which also began to take 

on the meaning of an internal struggle, the “moral sense of fighting the soul’s illicit proclivities, 

the chaste victim of love who suffered and literally died”.635 Balda-Tillier has likewise argued 

that “this ‘holy war’ that they struggle with absolves them from all the evil they have done in 

life”. 636 The doctrine emerged in the ʿAbbāsid period from the theological concern with the 

phenomenon of “excessive love and self-sacrifice for another human” that distracted from the 

love of God,637 a phenomenon “whose grasp on the literary imaginaire was too powerful to 

ignore”;638 martyrdom makes chaste love-death a “defensible” position within theological 

discourses, providing earthly love, as well as divine love, with a moral and spiritual justification.  

Ultimately, the doctrine emerged from or became concrete in a variant of the ḥadīth cited by 

Ibn Dāwūd on his deathbed. As cited by al-Ḥalabī, whose source is Ibn al-Marzubān (d.309/921), Ibn 

ʿAbbās (d.68/686) reported the Prophet as saying:639 

 

 من عشق فكتم فعف فمات مات شهيدا

Whoever loves passionately, conceals it, remains chaste and dies, dies a martyr 

 

Whilst he cites this ḥadīth and the story of Ibn Dāwūd approvingly in his chapter on ʿiffah, al-Ḥalabī 

does not go on to describe any lovers as martyrs, unlike Mughulṭāy and Ibn Abī Ḥajalah, both of 

whom much more vociferously adopt the doctrine of love-shahādah.  

 
634 Cook 2007, 98–107; Gründler 2004, 189–95; Bin Salāmah 2003, 342–52; in particular, Bin Salāmah 

describes the death of the love-shahīd as a kind of self-sacrifice (al-uḍḥiyyah), in which the lover sacrifices their 

body and earthly existence fī sabīl Allāh (in the path of God) to prove their love and their commitment to ʿiffah 

following the ḥadīth; see Bin Salāmah 2003, 345 and, for her comparison with other kinds of martyrdom, 398–

400.  
635 Gründler 2004, 189–95.  
636 Balda-Tillier 2014a, 194.  
637 This remained significant for Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah and was not solved through shahādah, a position he 

rejected.  
638 Gründler 2014, 79.  
639 al-Ḥalabī, Manāzil, 55; Mughulṭāy, al-Wāḍiḥ, 17–9. 
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Indeed, Mughulṭāy’s entire work is centred on defending and propagating the doctrine of 

shahādah in love, arguing that “from Mughulṭāy’s point of view, his lovers are comparable to these 

pious individuals and, as such, worthy of being followed by every good Muslim”.640 At the beginning 

of his work, Mughulṭāy cites numerous chains of transmission and ḥadīth texts, and sets about 

proving the validity of the doctrine against its detractors. Balda-Tillier’s reading here is a bit 

exaggerated and partial. She seems to be suggesting that Mughulṭāy was advocating all Muslims 

follow the path of those who died from love.641 Yet, Mughulṭāy’s advocacy of shahādah aims to 

resolve the moral problem of impossible love, not to construct a universalizing theory of love based 

around sublimation and suffering, hence why he includes several examples of characters receiving 

intercession leading to licit union, which resolves the impasse. Only where marriage is an 

impossibility is the sublimation of love and striving for shahādah a moral demand, a demand 

bolstered by his advocacy of a position that suggests [illicit] sex “destroys” pure love.642  

 Indeed, one of the principal detractors of the ḥadīth was Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, who 

criticised both the isnād and the matn. As he argues, Suwayd ibn Saʿīd (d.240/855) was a common 

link across all of the various different chains of transmission, making it unreliable.643 More to the 

point, the ḥadīth does not sound like something Muḥammad would say, given that elsewhere he 

outlined seven categories of shahādah and love was not present.644  

 Whilst Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah adopted a literalist neo-Ḥanbalī perspective on the ḥadīth, 

this is one of the very few points of moral theory on which Ibn Abī Ḥajalah differs from his erstwhile 

teacher. Instead, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah follows Mughulṭāy’s example and in his conclusion sets about 

describing different chaste lovers following the shahīd/qatīl binary employed by his predecessor.645 

More to the point, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s commentary on the doctrine reveals that Ibn Qayyim al-

 
640 Balda-Tillier 2014a, 199; Balda-Tillier 2022, 185. 
641 Ibid. 
642 See Balda-Tillier 2022, 41–5 for her uncritical reproduction of Mughulṭāy’s ideas about sex. It is worth 

noting that his elaboration of a theory of love, centred on the sublimation of feeling in the face of sexual 

temptation, is hardly neutral, but constitutive a fairly conventional morality based in the circumscription of 

sexual relations to marriage and concubinage that is similar to the seemingly more conservative framework 

elaborated in Rawḍat, even if the pair differ on the particular question of love-shahādah.   
643 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 159. Mughulṭāy vouched for Suwayd’s trustworthiness; Mughulṭāy 1997, 

19; see Balda-Tillier 2022, 36–9.  
644 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 2004, 159. 
645 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 262–70. 



 180 

Jawziyyah’s hard-line position was not widely taken up by religious conservatives and that this 

doctrine of love-shahādah could transcend religious conservatism.646 He notes that, for example, al-

Nawawī (d.676/1277), ordinarily characterised by shiddatihi fī al-dīn wa-ʿadam musāhalatihi fī 

hādhihi al-ashiyāʾ (his severity and lack of accommodation in matters religious), believed in love-

shahādah with no qualification (iṭlāqan) about who gets to be a shahīd whatsoever. Simply the 

experience of love was enough, a position not shared by any of the compilers who each conceived of 

shahādah as requiring work and constant striving in the face of one’s illicit desires.  

Martyrological narratives, and the perception that through struggle against one’s “illicit 

proclivities”, to quote Gründler, one can transcend one’s situation, contribute greatly to the 

compilers’ articulation of eschatological fate as a powerful psychological incentive to 

behavioural and emotional obedience to the morality elaborated by the compilers. As we have 

seen, it was widely understood, both by the compilers and across the tradition, that love was hard 

to control and could lead to misery, sadness and pain because of practical inability to secure 

union; the quest for shahādah alongside the other Afterlife rewards mentioned by different 

compilers, like the beauty of the ḥūr or the entrance to Jannah, however, provide the experience 

of suffering in love with meaning, hope and a future, all things which, on earth, their experience 

of love and internalisation of moral demands have taken from them. There is a purpose in the 

moral struggle against their desires, here, which is imagined to help lovers hold dear to the reason 

behind their continued suffering, as exemplified in Muḥammad ibn al-Qāsim’s “self-adornment” 

with ʿiffah.  

However, it is easy to sentimentalise this positive vision of suffering. In a practical sense, 

whilst these compilations have an eye on the Hereafter and are conscious to ensure that the individual 

secure their eschatological fate through morality, that morality is itself fixed on phenomenal actions 

and behaviour, and applied to the here-and-now. In this sense, providing suffering with a personal 

motivation through reward has wrapped up within it a disciplinary function analogous to the citation 

 
646 Ibid, 257. Balda-Tillier suggests that Mughulṭāy’s approach is entirely novel and “dangerous” because of his 

adherence to the doctrine of love-martyrdom, but this does not match up with the intellectual climate at the time, 

in which the doctrine had considerable currency. Her evidence, that Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah disagreed with it, 

does not capture the breadth or depth of intellectual currents at the time; see Balda-Tillier 2022, 12. 
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of punishment narratives. This is why Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah explains the hope for reward, desire 

to avoid punishment and the fear of punishment as the three central reasons that motivate ʿiffah, 

bringing anticipation and fear of eschatological fate together. Whether it be in the motivational 

citation of reward or the terrifying vision of punishment, the compilers intend to levy the 

eschatological in order to quell the urge within the individual to commit illicit transgressions. If the 

individual does not adhere to the morality laid out across the compilations, not only will they 

potentially encounter graphic punishment, but they will also lose out on the Afterlife rewards 

described so fulsomely. Punishment and motivation become sticks and carrots in the compilers’ moral 

disciplining.  

 Moreover, the adoption of shahādah, or, in more general terms that apply to all the 

compilers, the adoption of a worldview which celebrates chaste love-death as the most moral 

outcome in relationships that cannot be resolved through licit union, has a further disciplinary 

function that relates to a Girardian understanding of sacrifice as it pertains to social order. 

Thinking back to the first chapter, I noted that, in the compilations, illicit sexual intercourse was 

associated with the spread of social disorder (fitnah) and corruption (fasād), a conception of 

sexual intercourse which took on grave significance in the period in which the compilers were 

writing, given the prevalent conception that the spread of plague and the emergence of other 

social ills was tied to moral profligacy (4.1.2). When a character like Ibn Dāwūd sublimates their 

earthly desire for a partner, sexual intercourse with whom would be an instantiation of liwāṭ (or 

zināʾ for opposite-sex lovers), and dies rather than engage in illicit intercourse, that sublimation 

has a knock-on social function, this being the prevention of the spread of such fitnah and fasād. 

Through suffering and death, the individual is able to prevent the proliferation of vice and 

dissipate the prospect of disorder that is so heavily tied to sexual morality, ensuring the 

continuation of a moral order idealised by the compilers within the text.647 Thereafter, following 

the scapegoat mechanism, the act of death as prevention of strife allows for the victim to be 

memorialised as having “restore[d] harmony to the community” and “reinforce[d] the social 

 
647 As Williams argues, “sacrifice is not simply violence: it is violence that is limited for the sake of achieving 

or maintaining order”; Girard 1996, 70.  
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fabric”.648 Indeed, the central reason for this memorialisation is that “the purifying and pacifying 

aspects of violence take precedence over its destructive aspects”.649 For our compilers, it is no 

wonder that the love-shahīd is so significant: having elevated the moral norm over their own 

lives, they have willed their own expiration in the face of the prospect of strife emerging from 

sexual transgression.  

We see this transformation of the lover from source of potential disorder to sacred figure 

perhaps best articulated in the story of Muḥammad ibn al-Ḥusayn al-Ḍabbī and ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz ibn 

al-Shāh al-Taymī discussed earlier; going from being the object of suspicion among their 

contemporary society, they become objects of reverence in death through their experience of 

suffering in life, which, to use Gründler’s terms, would be “seen as a virtuous act and an ordeal 

that conveys saintly status … proof of love’s purity”.650 This leads to their sympathetic reception 

by the community after death in their joint burial, but, more significantly, the imagination of the 

pair as beneficiaries of God’s bounty and mercy in the Afterlife, a reward that is directly linked 

back through the dream sequence to the unfounded suspicions of the original community about 

them. Going from object of concern to object of reverence, through death the pair are able to 

sublimate their own love in favour of the maintenance of morality and are justly rewarded for 

doing so. Yet, through the memory of suspicion, the community’s original concern to ensure the 

maintenance of that morality lingers within the narrative to reveal the potential their love had to 

unsettle the community’s order.  

Across the compilations, as I have argued, there is a moral tension between the 

permissible and the possible, in which lovers of all stripes are caught because the rules of licit 

sexuality are tightly circumscribed to particular relationships based on marriage and concubinage, 

but love, as an emotional experience, happens without regard for these legal restrictions. The 

shahīd, or the person who internalises ʿiffah and embraces their suffering and death, resolves this 

ambiguity, in a sense, restoring order to the compilers’ morality: suffering becomes something 

 
648 Girard 1996, 78; see ibid, 71–93 and Girard 2013, 54–5, 64, 70–4 
649 Girard 2013, 64.  
650 Gründler 2014, 72.  
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desirable, something which allows the individual to transcend their own circumstances and 

conceive of their own suffering as ennobling and meaningful, whilst, at the same time, the threat 

of illicit sexuality is neutralised.  

 

3.4 Conclusions: Positive Suffering? 

In this set of anecdotes, we see snapshots of same-sex desire as it was imagined to be experienced and 

lived by different characters. So long as the characters all clung to abstinence, some willingly (Ibn 

Dāwūd, al-Ḍabbī/al-Shāh al-Taymī and Muḥammad ibn al-Qāsim), some by virtue of the nature of 

their connection (Muḥammad ibn Qaṭan), and some because of the situation they found themselves in 

(Aḥmad ibn Kulayb and, to an extent, Muḥammad ibn al-Qāsim), they were able to be depicted 

sympathetically by our compilers as examples of those who suffered in love. Their love, of course, 

could never become physicalised in these compilations because of the demand for ʿiffah, a demand, I 

have argued, which exerts a more insidious psychological (and, indeed, narratological) weight on 

someone who experiences same-sex desire than someone who experiences opposite-sex desire. 

Despite the acknowledged inability to resolve the desire into licit union, and their subsequent deaths 

from it, these characters are all portrayed positively and sympathetically by our compilers, who praise 

them for their ability to internalise the demand for ʿiffah over and above their own lives.  

However, we must not be tempted sentimentally to conceive of this sympathy as liberatory or 

as permissive. Even where the compilers are sympathetic to the plight of those who die from same-

sex desire, it is not as if they explore or imagine how the fate of those who experience same-sex desire 

could be made otherwise. Here, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah, al-Ḥalabī and Mughulṭāy, in their praise and 

sympathy for such lovers, present death as the only licit and moral option for those who experience 

same-sex desire, the only path to God’s forgiveness and entrance to Heaven, following on from the 

contents of the ḥadīth cited by Ibn Dāwūd and made a central part of each of their moral frameworks. 

The adoption of chaste love-death as the ultimate expression of the moral norm, and the citation of 

Afterlife rewards, is then utilised by these compilers to incentivise the adoption of ʿiffah in the face of 

such personal suffering, transforming the act of suffering itself into a meaningful emotional 

experience that secures one’s eschatological fate. At the same time, however, the adoption of this 
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morality, focused on the sublimation of love and the experience of suffering and death in situations 

where the love-match cannot be resolved into licit union, acts both as a “repudiation of certain sexual 

possibilities” and contains a practical moral function that has ramifications for the social world around 

the lover: chaste love-death, when understood in its sacrificial function, ensures that the threat of 

fitnah/fasād connected to illicit sexuality is neutralised, and ensures the continuation of the moral 

norm constructed by the compilers. A positive and admired death it may be, but death it remains, and 

with death the absenting and extinguishing of same-sex desire from the compilations, the removal of 

the threat of illicit same-sex sexual intercourse that is achieved through placing human death and 

suffering in the service of morality.   

I think here of Sara Ahmed’s words on the compulsory heterosexuality that, much like the 

demand for ʿiffah, pervades our current frameworks of sex, sexuality and emotion, even as people 

evade the practice of heterosexuality (as people in the compilers’ day lived beyond the bounds of 

ʿiffah) in their own sexual and emotional lives.651  

 

Bodies take the shape of norms that are repeated over time and with force. Through repeating some 

gestures and not others, or through being orientated in some directions and not others, bodies 

become contorted: they get twisted into shapes that enable some action only insofar as they restrict 

the capacity for other kind of action. Compulsory heterosexuality diminishes the very capacity of 

bodies to reach what is off the straight line. It shapes what bodies one “can” legitimately approach as 

would-be lovers and which one cannot. In shaping one’s approach to others, compulsory 

heterosexuality also shapes one’s own body as a congealed history of past approaches. Hence, the 

failure to orient oneself “toward” the ideal sexual object affects how we live in the world.  

 

There are two bodies in this discussion: Ibn Dāwūd’s (and the other lovers across this chapter) and the 

reader’s. In the world constructed through these anecdotes, it is plain to see how far Ibn Dāwūd’s 

“failure to orient” himself towards the “ideal sexual object” (not, crucially, object of desire tout court) 

“affects how [he] live[s] in the world”, namely in causing him to choose either to transgress his ideals, 

 
651 S. Ahmed 2006, 91. 
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ideals thrust upon him by the social and religious world in which he lived, or to die, ending how he 

“live[s] in the world”. His body, his movement through the world, follows in the footsteps of those 

that came before him, of the sexual norms that have been repeated over time and with force, the force 

of the religious prohibitions, the force of the prospect of eternal damnation, the force of God’s 

immanence in the couple, all aspects of same-sex love we saw in the ḥadīth corpus in the first chapter. 

Ibn Dāwūd takes on and internalises the emotional and sexual demand for ʿiffah through the repetition 

of abstinence, sexual sublimation, physical distance; his life becomes one touched, controlled and 

ultimately ended through buying into a moral framework which does not make space to incorporate 

the same-sex coupling. His love may exist, it may perfectly encapsulate the theoretical aspects of 

what love is, but because of how it is situated within specific bodies, in a specific sexual and 

emotional landscape, it must end with his sublimating death.  

For the reader of the compilation, however, the articulation of Ibn Dāwūd’s story as a moral 

optimum, as the preferred outcome in such a situation, is itself a repetition through force, the force 

here of the official, of framing this as an ideal. His story becomes one in a long line of stories in these 

compilations which, through that very repetition, through the construction of a textual world in which 

only certain objects of desire can be sexually licit or emotionally moral, “shape what bodies ‘one’ [i.e. 

the reader] can legitimately approach as would be lovers and which one cannot”. In repeating the core 

demand, that sexual intercourse may only take place within opposite-sex relationships enshrined 

through marriage or concubinage, these anecdotes, much like these compilations, construct a 

discourse in which any deviation from that demand becomes suspect and prohibited, in which that 

approach is made harder. Our compilations then become, in some ways, this “congealed history of 

past approaches”; bringing together an overwhelming abundance of material that, at one and the same 

time, calls for the punishment of anyone who commits same-sex sexual intercourse, and 

simultaneously lauds those who choose to die rather than do so, the compilations construct a whole 

history of past approaches, of the acceptable and unacceptable approaches of some bodies towards 

certain bodies and not other bodies. For the reader, parsing these stories and other sources of 

information, these compilations congeal a very specific set of possible or permitted “approaches”, 

rendering very particular forms of sexual and emotional attachment “compulsory”, even as there are 
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those, just as there are in modern sexual regimes that attempt to control the free movement of bodies 

towards other bodies, whose desires, emotions and sexual acts do not or will not line up to the 

“straight line” that texts like these compilations construct. ʿIffah here becomes a model of behaviour, 

a model behaviour, that reaches out of the text with the intent to affect the reader’s conception of their 

own desires, the reader’s own movement through the world: faced with the same kinds of potentially-

if-not-actually transgressive desire as Ibn Dāwūd, we might wonder how an individual reader in the 

same circumstance might coinceive of their desire through their reading of this story.  

 In other words, the circumscription of same-sex desire to narratives of suffering and death is 

not a neutral experience, much as the citation of ḥadīths regarding liwāṭ was not. Whilst hope may be 

deferred to the Afterlife, this deferral is conditional on the maintenance of an exemplary morality on 

earth, in the lived experience of desire, an experience that becomes wrapped up in earthly suffering, 

however transcendentally that experience might be framed. In many ways, the citation of these 

exemplary stories acts as the other side of the coin to the citation of punishment and damnation 

narratives in how they instil a behavioural and moral norm into the reader: same-sex desire is itself, 

when undertaken within the boundaries of morality, an experience that can only ever remain 

unconsummated, can only ever lead to suffering.  
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4. Reorientating Women’s Same-Sex Desire 

In the previous chapter, I explored a series of stories in which characters fell in love with people of 

the same sex and, because they sublimated their affections rather than allowed themselves to engage 

in illicit sexual intercourse, became martyrs, within the vision of love laid out by Mughulṭāy, Ibn Abī 

Ḥajalah and al-Ḥalabī; the lives of these lovers were ultimately put in jeopardy by the interplay 

between medical and legal discourses. In this chapter, I turn to the final further imaginations of same-

sex desire, which, in the reverse fashion to the previous chapter’s emphatic insistence on death as the 

licit consequence to same-sex love, effects a textual reorientation from same-sex to opposite-sex 

desire. In the first section of the chapter, I provide a close reading of a series of anecdotes and poems 

which depict female same-sex desire and intercourse (siḥāq) in Dīwān al-ṣabābah, the only text of the 

compilations to include an explicit treatment of the subject that is not centred on religious material 

(1.1.3), before relating this reading to wider discourses concerning siḥāq and how siḥāq is framed in 

relation to the compiler’s ethics of love and sex. Here, of course, it is worth restating before we even 

begin this analysis that the compilation, written by a man, who, like the other compilers, focuses their 

moral outlook on men’s adoption of moral sexual and emotional practices, on men’s duties and 

responsibilities towards pleasure, intended his works for a male audience.652 Indeed, as we will see, 

even here in his discussion of siḥāq, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s focus is not actually on what women get up to, 

per se, but rather placed much more squarely on how men interact with the female-female couple. 

Thereafter, I focus on Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s declaration that female sexual immorality is an explicit 

problem of the “ahl zamāninā” (people of our day), before thinking about the use of mujūn (obscene) 

and comic narratives and poems as a source for morality.  

 
652 As Hirschler has shown, it is not as if women were excluded from the reading public, but their presence in 

reading sessions varies considerably across time, space and, presumably, text; his study of the Tārīkh Dimashq, 

for example, shows only four women out of an audience of one thousand people in the reading sessions, but for 

other works we find more women present. As he notes, “women attended reading sessions and they did so in 

mixed audiences as also shown by an analysis of the narrative sources for late Mamluk Cairo” (Hirschler 2012, 

45–6) but it cannot be forgotten that women did not profit from the expansion of scholarly institutions in Cairo 

or Damascus and were often not taught how to read or write; ibid, 108; see also Geissinger 2015. It is clear from 

the content of these compilations, as argued in 1.1.2, that they were focused on the cultivation of male emotions 

and ʿaql and spare very little time to consider women as subjects of emotion. However, without an analysis of 

the reading certificates or manuscript witnesses, it is hard to make analytically sound comments on the actual or 

historical demographics of the readership, beyond such indications as the text itself provides us that Ibn Abī 

Ḥajalah was not particularly focused on his female readers and their experience of love, if, indeed, he had them. 
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4.1.1: Siḥāq in Dīwān al-ṣabābah  

In 1.1.3, I reviewed the conceptual relationship between liwāṭ and siḥāq, which, I noted, sat in an 

uneasy relationship with each other. Categorically related in an obscure sense, siḥāq was never 

considered as serious a moral or theological concern as liwāṭ. Indeed, the only compilation in this 

corpus that includes any real examination of the subject is Dīwān al-ṣabābah. After his discussion of 

liwāṭ (1.2) and Sufi gazing (2.2.2) in his twenty-ninth chapter on contemporary immorality, Ibn Abī 

Ḥajalah turns to women as both objects of male desire and as practitioners of siḥāq. As Ibn Abī 

Ḥajalah notes, his discussion of gazing at boys applies to women too, for “al-naẓar ilā man lā yajūz 

al-naẓar ilayhā fīhi mā fīhi mimmā lā yudrak talāfīhi” (in gazing upon someone upon whom the gaze 

is not permitted there is that which cannot be remedied).653 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah then enhances this 

discussion of the temptation men feel for women by quoting the ḥadīth in which Muḥammad says he 

has left no temptation (fitnah) after his death which is more harmful to men than women (2.1).  

However, the overwhelming focus of this section in Dīwān al-ṣabābah is not on male love of 

women, but on siḥāq. Immediately after this discussion of looking at women, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah takes 

aim at “nisāʾ hādhā al-zamān ... mimman ishtaghalat bi-l-siḥāq wa-l-khurūj baʿd zawjihā min al-bāb 

aw al-ṭāq” (the women of this era... among whom are those who engage in tribadism and leave their 

domestic life after marriage).654 The rest of the chapter is spent citing poetry and stories that depict 

siḥāq, examining the subject from two principal angles: its cause and its cure.655  

 The first (anonymous) poem that Ibn Abī Ḥajalah cites on the subject of siḥāq centres on its 

cause:656 [mutadārik]657 

 

باِلبِدالِ وأضْحى *** نسِْوَةُ الناسِ شغلهُمْ شُغلُ المُردِ 
 بالسِحاقِ  658

 
653 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 247, 
654 Ibid, 248; see 4.1.3.  
655 For the sake of concision, I will concentrate my analysis on a representative selection of poems and 

anecdotes; there are further poems cited on the same themes, most of which have lacunae in them. 
656 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 247. 
657 The metre approximates mutadārik but is not consistent.  
658 The grammar of the poem employs masculine pronouns and verb forms for women who engage in siḥāq, 

inferencing their adoption of masculine sexual practices. In wider discourses that depicted siḥāq, women who 

engaged in it or sought it out in preference to heterosexual intercourse were sometimes portrayed with 

“masculine characteristics and resemble men in their way of moving and talking” and were depicted as engaging 

masculine sexual practices, taking the “active role”; Myrne 2020a, 164.  
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 كلُّ جِنسٍ بجِِنسِهِ قَد تكفي *** فعَزاءً يا معشر الفسُاّقِ  

 

Beardless young men occupy659 themselves with each other660 

  So, people’s wives have occupied themselves with siḥāq 

Since each sex may be satisfied661 by its own 

  Poor you, fornicators!662 

 

This poem is a satirical depiction of the cause of siḥāq and its effects on sexual practices. Like much 

of the material cited by Ibn Abī Ḥajalah in this section, this poem is not unproblematic from a moral 

sense. In the final hemistich, we see the poet profess a satirical attitude towards heterosexual 

fornication: the poor fussāq have nowhere to go, because everybody is now satisfied with their own 

sex as means for gratification. The causative logic that underlies the poem then ties male and female 

sexual practices together. Beardless youths began to occupy themselves with each other, and so 

women have been left with no choice but to engage in siḥāq, having no access to penetrative 

intercourse. This temporal relationship is constructed through the use of wa-aḍḥā to indicate that after 

the men’s adoption of bidāl, a sexual practice in which young men (murd, beardless boys) allow 

 
659 The use of the root shīn-ghayn-lām (ishtaghalat/shughl) indicates how Ibn Abī Ḥajalah and this anonymous 

poet think about the adoption of bidāl/siḥāq as sexual practices; the terms, which imply (pre)occupation or 

distraction, suggest that the people who engage in them have become totally focused on and concerned with 

doing them, whilst also implying it is something which they have taken up or turned to.  
660 Lit. Young men were busy fucking each other. 
661 A variant of this poem is quoted in al-Ṣafadī 1975, 2:405 in a section concerned with the term qanāʿah 

(satisfaction). The poem is quoted playfully as evidence for the proposition, made by one of the arbāb al-mujūn 

(masters of obscenity), that saḥq and bidāl are types of qanāʿah. Here, takfī (to be satisfied) is instead vowelled 

as takuffā (to refrain from doing something) in the dual, changing the meaning of the verse considerably but 

retaining the feminine verb form; in order to work grammatically, takfī ought to be either yakfī or yakuffā, in the 

masculine, in order to accord with jins. In the modern printed editions and in Bod. MS Arab D77 (f159v-160r) 

the word is confusingly written as takfī, which I have kept to remain faithful to the text as we have it.  
662 In Ibn Iyās N/A, 98; Ibn Iyās 2013, 106. Ibn Iyās 1883, 88, the final line reads “kullu jinsin bi-jinsihi qad 

atāhu *** fa-firāran min maʿshari al-fussāqi” with the first hemistich reading “each sex had intercourse with its 

own sex”. Jamal Asri translates this hemistich as “vas-y, échappe-toi vite / du milieu des débauches” (go on, 

escape quickly from the company of the fornicators); Ibn Iyas 1995, 220. He quotes this poem after retelling a 

brief story attributed to al-Thaʿlabī, in which Iblīs came to two groups of people. Iblīs blew into a mizmār, and 

the two groups met; upon doing so, the men were seduced by the men (iftatana al-rijāl bi-l-rijāl) and the 

women by the women and “ẓahara min yawmaʾidhin al-liwāṭ wa-l-siḥāq” (liwāt and siḥāq appeared from that 

day). Ibn Iyās 2013, 105–7. Both the poem and the story articulate the adoption of liwāṭ and siḥāq as 

innovations caused by changing circumstances, rather than as natural (pre-circumstantial) sexual practices.  
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themselves to be penetrated anally in exchange (hence the root bāʾ-dāl-lām) for being able to then 

penetrate their partner and vice-versa,663 women began to engage in siḥāq.  

Without access to penetration, women, it is suggested, will turn to siḥāq. This attitude is 

derivative of the compilers’ generic depiction of women as hypersexual and encumbered by a much 

greater shahwah (1.1.2); as Myrne has argued, a considerable body of literature on siḥāq is motivated 

by the “the topos that women would do precisely anything to satisfy their desire, and therefore are 

always potentially dangerous for the societal order, and … for the survival of the human race”, should 

they take up siḥāq to such a great extent that they turn away from heterosexual intercourse, as has 

happened in this poem.664 The logic expressed in the poem reflects certain contemporary medical 

theories regarding the cause of siḥāq, which frequently attributed it to either a lack of access to sex 

with men or a lack of fulfilment from sex with men. In her survey of medical and theoretical writings 

on siḥāq, Myrne noted that Ibn Sīnā understood that lack of sexual satisfaction in heterosexual 

relations was its cause.665 ʿAlī ibn Naṣr, the tenth-century author of the sex manual Jawāmiʿ al-

ladhdhah (The Encyclopaedia of Pleasure), also understood that siḥāq derived naturally from 

women’s lack of sexual satisfaction in heterosexual intercourse, but understood there to be 

physiological causes for that lack of satisfaction, making it considerably harder to cure.666 In further 

erotological discourse, al-Samawʾal al-Maghribī (d.c.1180) presented several causes for siḥāq, one of 

which was that women became “substitutes for males in circumstances when women are forced to 

take up tribadism to satisfy their natural desires”, again linking women’s perceived natural 

requirement for intercourse and higher level of shahwah with the practice of siḥāq.667 Severe 

seclusion, it was also understood, might breed siḥāq among women, as they had no “natural” (i.e. 

heterosexual) outlet for their passions.668  

This poem, therefore, draws on this widespread topos of women being motivated to engage in 

siḥāq through lack of access to male penetration. In so doing, the poem asserts a kind of moral claim 

 
663 Rowson 1991a, 67; Murray and Roscoe 1997, 34 
664 Myrne 2020a, 162. See also Malti-Douglas 1991, 43–8 and Malti-Douglas 2001, 129–31.  
665 Myrne 2020a, 161–2.  
666 Ibid, 162. 
667 Ibid, 164.  
668 Ibid.  
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on men: having been denied the outlet of heterosexual adultery, women have been forced to take up 

siḥāq, making young men responsible, in a way, for women’s novel sexual practices, and framing the 

spread of new forms of sexual intercourse as the consequence of male-male intercourse. Despite being 

about siḥāq, this poem actually contributes within the chapter to the wider condemnation of male-

male intercourse. Not only is it immoral in and of itself (1.2, 2.2.2), but it also has wider immoral 

effects, namely the spread of siḥāq among women.  

We see the interrelationship between siḥāq and the moral demand for penetrative heterosexual 

intercourse exemplified further in much more traditionally moral language, when Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 

quotes a poem attributed to shaykhunā (our teacher) Ibn al-Wardī (d.749/1348/9), who, according to 

Ibn Abī Ḥajalah, wrote it fī nisāʾ hādhā al-ʿaṣr (on the women of this time age):669 [sarīʿ] 

 

مَهُ الله وما فيهِ خير   قولوا لِمَن تهَوى السِحاقَ الذي *** حَرَّ

 أخطأتِ يا كاملةَ الحُسنِ إذ *** أقَمْتِ إسحٰق مقامَ الزُبَير

 

Say to her who loves siḥaq, which 

God forbade, devoid of all goodness 

You sinned, you perfect beauty 

  When you put Isḥāq/tribadism in the place of Zubayr/the penis 

 

Here, the adoption of siḥāq is framed as a moral and theological mistake. Ibn al-Wardī plays on the 

double meaning of Isḥāq and al-Zubayr, two male names, with tribadism (siḥāq) and the penis (zubr, 

of which zubayr is the diminutive) respectively. Those women who are passionate (tahwā) about 

siḥāq have made a mistake (akhṭaʾti) in their raising of tribadism over and above penetrative 

intercourse; aqamti implies both the simple putting something in the place of, as I have translated it in 

the poem, and also the image of raising or elevating something above other things, indicating a 

preference for siḥāq. This poem, unlike the previous one whose tone is contested, is unequivocally 

negative concerning siḥāq. In the first line, the practice is qualified by God’s prohibition of it and its 

 
669 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 247; Ibn al-Wardī 1986, 472. 
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lack of all khayr a term that is deeply invested in the practice and cultivation of virtue, not only 

goodness in an abstract sense.670 In Ibn al-Wardī’s poem, nayk, the usual term for vaginal penetration 

with which siḥāq is frequently compared across discourses,671 is clearly superior to siḥāq in the eyes 

of the poet and the reason for this is related back to the self-same religious-legal discourse that has 

animated most of the discussions in this thesis: the woman is mistaken in her preference because God 

forbade it. Sexuality is framed here through the lens of the sexual subject’s relationship to God and 

this poem submits personal sexual pleasure and desire, and the emotional experience of sexual 

yearning in the woman’s desire for specific sexual acts, to an ethical optimum (encapsulated in the 

accrual of khayr in different sexual actions) which is animated by a religious impulse (God’s 

prohibition).672  

In the following poem, we see a similar opposition between the penis and the vagina depicted 

through baser language:673 [khafīf] 

 

 قلُْ لِمَن تدَعّى السِحا *** قَ إلى كَمْ تسُاحِقي  

 لَيسَ يشُفَى غلَيلكُ *** مِن جَميع الخَلائقِِ 

 الأصْلَعِ الفَقي *** رِ الحَليقِ الجوالِقِ غير ذي 

 

Say to the one who professes siḥāq 

 How long will you rub up on [women]? 

Your burning passion will not be cured 

 By any creature [on this earth] 

 
670 See M.Berger, “Khayr” EI.2 
671 Myrne 2020a, 144.  
672 This poem, which acknowledges some women have opted for siḥāq in preference to nayk resembles the 

position of Qūsṭā ibn Lūqā, that homosexual attraction was “innate” in some people, but contrary to religious 

proscription; as Myrne notes, “he concludes that only heterosexual love is universally natural, as it is decreed by 

God” Ibid, 159.  
673 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 247/ 
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Except for the one with a hollow674 penis675  

 And a shaven saddle bag676  

 

The poet does not condemn the woman’s practice of siḥāq on moral or theological grounds, unlike 

Ibn al-Wardī. Rather, siḥāq is depicted as something which can never bring true sexual satisfaction; it 

is a sexual mistake, not a moral one. This takes place at a very corporeal level: the action of tribadism 

will seemingly go on forever as the burning passion and thirst (ghalīl), which she experiences on 

account of her sexual appetite, will never be cured (laysa yushfā) until she has intercourse with a man. 

Of course, this man is described simply through the possessive (dhū) construction by his genitals, here 

a “hollow” penis and a shaven scrotum. As compared with the first poem we saw, in which the lack of 

access to the penis occasioned women’s partaking in siḥāq, the relationship depicted here between 

men’s sexuality and women’s is not causal but curative: the woman will only be able to move past her 

affliction of intense desire when she meets the right man/penis.677  

These two poems form part of a much broader sexual discourse that took place across Arabic 

literary imaginations of siḥāq, this being the oppositional enquiry into the advantages and 

disadvantages of nayk (penetrative sex) as compared to siḥāq (tribadism/tribadism).678 The two 

poems, that of Ibn al-Wardī and this anonymous depiction of women hankering after the penis, 

display two distinct approaches to the question of siḥāq. On the one hand, siḥāq is framed as immoral 

and in opposition to the rulings of God. On the other, it is sexually less perfect than nayk, incapable of 

giving women true satisfaction. This places both a religious and sexual demand on men: they must 

engage in nayk with women to prevent the spread of siḥāq as an immoral practice and to provide 

 
674 I have translated faqīr here as hollow to capture the double entendre implied in the line. When used of a date 

palm or other tree, faqīr signifies that the tree has been hollowed out, whilst the word can also be used to signify 

the “mouth... the place whence the water issues” Lane 1863–93, 2481. Clearly, here, the word is leaning on its 

meaning of “hollow” to refer to the penis’ urethra, a phallic image that resembles a hollowed-out date palm. The 

urethra is also where the ‘water’ (semen) gushes out from. 
675 Aṣlaʿ means “bald one”. As Lane notes, it was also used metaphorically to signify the penis or, in particular, 

the head of the penis; Lane 1863-93, 1717.  
676 This is a clear allusion to the scrotum.  
677 This mirrors what Malti-Douglas found in al-Tīfāshī’s portrayal of siḥāq, that it is always understood as 

merely a kind of stepping-stone to heterosexuality, which both morally and sexually is configured as superior 

and capable of providing true satisfaction to the woman; see Malti-Douglas 2001, 129–31.  
678 See Myrne 2020a, 143–5  
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women with the appropriate cure from their overwhelming ghalīl. Moreover, both poems make a very 

clear moral demand on the male reader with regard to women who actually engage in siḥāq, ordering 

them to speak about the superiority of nayk, to reveal to these women their moral/sexual failings.  

The following anecdote cited by Ibn Abī Ḥajalah returns us to a more religiously-grounded 

demand for giving up siḥāq, yet includes within it the revelation of perspectives on sexuality that go 

beyond or problematise the moral norms constructed by the compiler, and problematises the simplistic 

demand to tell women about how they should act in sex:679  

 

وحكي عن بعضهم أنه قال لجارية تساحق ارجعي إلى الحق فقالت الحق بعض مرادي تريد أن السحق بعض حروفه الحق وهذا  

 من الأجوبة اللطيفة

 

It is said about someone that he said to a young woman who practised saḥq, “return to that which 

is right!” She said, “ḥaqq [that which is right] is part of what I desire!” by which she means that 

some of the letters of saḥq were al-ḥaqq! Now, that was a witty answer.  

 

This anecdote constructs multiple layers of morality that are worth outlining here. At its most basic 

level, the anecdote constructs a dynamic relationship between saḥq and ḥaqq, in which siḥāq is placed 

in opposition to “that which is right” a word that both conjures the abstracted quality of being right 

and also God’s attribute of rightness, whence one of His names, al-Ḥaqq, framing the anecdote’s 

argument through a quasi-theological vocabulary that, like in the poem of Ibn al-Wardī, depicts saḥq 

as a deviation from a sexual-religious optimum (ḥaqq). The male narrator, following Ibn al-Wardī, 

orders the woman to “return” to nayk, presuming that she had once practised it before turning to 

siḥāq. On the other side of the anecdote, the woman makes her own kind of moral claim that can be 

interpreted in a number of ways. By saying that ḥaqq is part of what she is looking for when she 

engages in siḥāq, we might interpret this like Ibn Abī Ḥajalah as a playful and “witty” innuendo, in 

 
679 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 247. This anecdote includes moral and sexual perspectives that differ from that of the 

compiler, in which a woman advocates for her own sexual desires and preference for siḥāq. We are left to 

wonder how, following Amer, this anecdote would be received by the “medieval lesbian in the audience”, 

perhaps as “validation” for a viewpoint that “differed radically from socially sanctioned sexual encounters”, 

ibid. This position was critiqued in Epps 2008, 131.  
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which she forthrightly vindicates her own (immoral) position using moral language, in which ḥaqq is 

comically described as part of (in a literal sense) saḥq (bold mine to show the shared letters). We 

might also see this as the woman saying that, from her standpoint, she has good intentions in the 

practice of siḥāq, that she is aiming for ḥaqq when she practices siḥāq.680 It is worth remembering 

here, that, whether or not the woman’s good intentions are understood as witty or serious, the 

anecdote remains cited in a chapter on contemporary vice and emotional immorality: in forthrightly 

articulating her own moral position in favour of siḥāq, the woman becomes emblematic of the women 

of the age, as understood by Ibn Abī Ḥajalah, who are focused on engaging in siḥāq and leaving a 

heterosexual, married life behind.  

 The moral conundrum displayed here, in which a woman defends her own sexual practice, 

sits in technical contrast with the more common, although absent from Dīwān al-ṣabābah, motif of 

“former lesbians” describing their own reconversion to penetrative intercourse with men.681 In Maṭāliʿ 

al-budūr fī manāzil al-surūr, this anecdote is compared directly with another anecdote about a woman 

called Umm al-Qāsim bint Bulbul al-ʿAṭṭār.682 Umm al-Qāsim kānat min kibār al-musāḥiqāt (was 

among the most prominent women who engage in siḥāq). However, she gave up the practice of siḥāq 

and wrote on her ring malla min al-bāṭil fa-rajaʿa ilā al-ḥaqq (fed up of falsity, [he] returned to that 

which is right),683 using the same terminology of “return” and “that which is right” as we find in the 

anonymous anecdote in Dīwān al-ṣabābah, framing nayk as the morally and theologically correct 

form of sexual intercourse and siḥāq as a kind of deviation from that norm. Immediately after this 

righteous and moral return to ḥaqq from bāṭil, al-Ghuzūlī says wa-ayna hādhā min qawl baʿḍihinna 

before introducing the anecdote quoted above in which the anonymous woman lays claim to ḥaqq 

 
680 By contrast, this could also be interpreted as meaning ḥaqq is only part of what she is looking for, framing it 

as being subsumed by her practice of siḥāq, which affords the greatest pleasure, a greater pleasure than ḥaqq. 

This would parody the kinds of moral claims made by Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, regarding ʿiffah having great 

pleasure than transgression; see 3.3. 
681 Myrne, 150–4. As Myrne argues, stories of ex-lesbians were often not concerned with moral or theological 

demands, but rather with the greater sexual pleasure derived from penetrative intercourse; Myrne 2020a, 152–3. 

She describes here a long debate between a married woman and a woman who engages in siḥāq, which is won 

by the married woman not by virtue of “moral advantage” but by descriptions of “her encounter with a man and 

his hard member”. This is in line with the sexualized portrayal of women: “in the end, the lesbian is a woman, 

and as a woman, her lust is stronger than her reason.” See also Malti-Douglas 2001 for her analysis of al-

Tīfāshī’s citation of similar stories.  
682 Al-Ghuzūlī 1882, 1:272. This anecdote is also present in Jawāmiʿ al-ladhdhah, Myrne 2020a, 150. 
683 The opposition between ḥaqq and bāṭil is Qur’anic, see, e.g. Qurʾān al-Isrāʾ/17:81.  
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through the practice of siḥāq. In so doing, al-Ghuzūlī draws a marked contrast between the two 

women that revolves around their approach to questions of moral sexuality and their own relationship 

to ḥaqq, and links the two anecdotes together as displaying two approaches to the same moral concern 

of bringing siḥāq back to ḥaqq. At the most basic level of interpretation, the contrast solidifies the two 

respective moral bases of the women: that of the anonymous woman, who remained committed to her 

siḥāq, and that of Umm al-Qāsim, whose revindication of nayk is itself couched through theological 

demand.  

Returning to the anecdote as it sits in Dīwān al-ṣabābah, we see competing moral 

perspectives sit in apposition with each other with no clear-cut moral resolution offered. As Myrne 

argues, some of the thrust of this kind of narrative is “satire” against lesbians, although it is not 

always clear that such satire is necessarily critical of siḥāq or women per se.684 In many ways, this 

anecdote reveals the limitations of merely telling women to practice nayk; she has her own moral 

perspective that is at variance with that of the man. When juxtaposed with the next anecdote, 

however, we see this male-female, heterosexual-siḥāq moral claim pushed much further. Here, in a 

scene of what might now be termed corrective rape, we see Ibn Abī Ḥajalah make further moral 

claims over how men ought to interact with siḥāq:685  

 

د امرأتين وهما في السحاق فجذب التي هي من فوق وقعد مكانها وقال هذا عمل يحتاج إلى  وحكي أن رجلا دخل إلى بيت فوج

 حبال ورجال  

 

It was said that a man entered a house and found two women whilst they were practising 

tribadism. He dragged the one on top off and took her place, saying “this task requires a man with 

the right tools for the job” (lit. this is a task that needs ropes and men). 

 

This scene raises its own share of moral problems: the man’s actions are in and of themselves illegal, 

given that he has no licit relationship with these women, “finding” (wajada) them in “a house” 

 
684 Myrne 2020a, 151.  
685 Ali 2017; Ali 2010, 36–41. On consent and rape in Islamic law, see Azam 2015.  
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(baytin). Of course, the scene has no context; the characters almost become stand-ins for siḥāq and 

nayk. In violently reordering the sexual scene, taking the place of the woman “on top” (al-latī hiya 

min fawq), the man asserts the sexual and, presumably, “natural” supremacy of heterosexual 

intercourse (nayk) over siḥāq, which is summed up in his final assertion, that the act of sexual 

intercourse requires men with the right tools for the job, with the reference to men and their “rope” 

indicating the importance of the phallus to the sexual act. When we compare the two anecdotes as 

they sit together, the latter appears to suggest that, rather than merely tell women to stop practising 

siḥāq and to return to nayk/ḥaqq, the man must actively reassert the supremacy of heterosexuality by 

literally intruding into the sexual scene and reorientating it towards heterosexual intercourse. It 

becomes men’s responsibility to expose women to the benefit of nayk over siḥāq; the woman may, 

after all, have her own “witty” perspective on morality. This position becomes evident when we read 

across the anecdotes and poems dedicated to siḥāq in the chapter. Each of them, in some way, is 

centred on the interaction between men and siḥāq, whether it be in the claim that men’s engaging in 

bidāl leads to siḥāq, or in the depiction of the penis as superior agent of sexual pleasure, or in the 

moral claim that siḥāq is forbidden and women must return to nayk.  

 It is perhaps unsurprising that Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s focus on siḥāq is framed almost entirely 

around how men interact with it: this compilation is, after all, directed at the male reader and the male 

cultivation of emotions.686 Indeed, throughout the chapter, the moral demand that emerges is not so 

much placed on women to stop engaging in siḥāq, as it is placed on men to stop women from 

engaging in it, either by ensuring to engage in sexual intercourse with them rather than each other, or 

by spreading the moral claim and informing them of the immorality of their actions, or by intervening 

in the scene and exposing women to penetrative intercourse, thereby satisfying their sexual craving 

once and for all.  

Moreover, the concentration on men’s interaction with siḥāq also reveals the depth of his 

moral concern over the issue. When we compare the treatment of siḥāq to liwāṭ, it is glaringly 

 
686 It is worth remembering here that Ibn Abī Ḥajalah, much like Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah and Ibn Taymiyyah, 

is emphatic about the importance of sexual intercourse within the married couple and understood women to 

require sexual satisfaction; see Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 183–4; Gründler 2009, 122.  
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obvious that siḥāq is understood as much less threatening and serious to emotional and sexual 

morality than its male counterpart: nowhere does he mention earthly or Afterlife punishments for 

siḥāq, and nor does he use hateful language towards those women who engage in it, unlike his 

presentation of liwāṭ and lūṭīs, which was almost entirely focused on punishment and condemnation. 

Here, the strongest condemnation is merely the moral claim that God forbade the practice of siḥāq, 

with no reference to civil or Afterlife punishment; the greatest punishment is interpersonal and 

physical, the violent depiction of a man interrupting and reordering a scene of siḥāq into heterosexual 

sex. There are two primary reasons for this. The first relates back to the question of shahwah. If 

women are understood to be so much more afflicted by shahwah than men, so unable to control their 

emotional craving for sexual pleasure, then siḥāq is entirely unsurprising. This is the attitude deployed 

across the anecdotes and poems in this chapter: without access to satisfying sex with men, women are 

presumed to be forced to take up siḥāq. Where liwāṭ was a willed action of disobedience to God and 

the overturning of the masculine ideal of cultivating emotional control, siḥāq is merely the natural 

outgrowth of women’s hypersexuality. Secondly, siḥāq is that much less threatening because of the 

presumption found across this chapter, that siḥāq can be easily contained, corrected and controlled 

through heterosexual intercourse. Siḥāq is not framed as a shocking insubordination to God, but as the 

normal consequence of sexual circumstances, and not as deeply concerning, but as easily reversible.  

Of course, we must return to the question of readership here: this is not a male moralist 

writing to women who have sex with women. Indeed, as I have noted, very few of the textual units 

include any direct discussion between a male narrator and a woman who does have sex with women; 

the anecdotes or poems are always at one step removed, with a male compiler writing about a male 

narrator, who is himself talking to a male audience, instructing them to say something to such women, 

or who has been told something by a man who has supposedly spoken to a woman. The entire process 

through which these anecdotes and poems are constructed belies the inherently exclusionary apparatus 

through which the woman who engages in sexual intercourse with other women is described and her 

own moral perspective ventriloquised. Rather, these stories are written by a male compiler for a male 



 199 

audience,687 seeking both to instruct them concerning their own moral responsibilities (to ensure that 

women are sexually satisfied enough so they are not forced to turn to siḥāq) and, at the same time, to 

entertain and titillate them.  

However, not only are these stories entertaining, but they belie a certain anxiety regarding 

men’s relationship to women. In some ways, there is a concern expressed across these stories and 

poems with the ways in which these women complicate the assumptions which undergird the 

compiler’s ideas about sex, sexed desire and the proper order of sexual relationships (i.e. that women 

desire and have sex with men, not with each other). These women who engage in siḥāq are not subject 

to male sexual dominance and they appear to be unaware of the notion that sex with men is the natural 

height of pleasure possible for women; for the compiler, these women require education in the sexual 

value of heterosexual, penetrative intercourse. Indeed, across the chapter, we see anecdotes and 

poems vaunt the male claim to being the agent of sexual superiority. The imagination of men as the 

apotheosis of pleasure for women belies a certain desire to shore up the textual and sexual confidence 

in men as objects of women’s desire and as true agents of pleasure.688 The text frames siḥāq as “but a 

passing phase meant to herald the onset of heterosexuality” and refocus women’s erotic attention on 

men.689 Siḥāq becomes a kind of sexual joke, a failed act of seeking pleasure when pleasure can only 

be conveyed through penetrative intercourse; yet, wrapped up in that sexual joke is a latent concern to 

exercise control over female sexuality and to contain the spread of siḥāq, to prevent women seeking 

pleasure with other women rather than with men, and to reassert male sexual supremacy over women.  

 A further striking aspect of these anecdotes and poems on the theme of siḥāq is their frank 

and obscene depiction of sexual intercourse between women, something we do not find elsewhere 

across the compilation.690 Gründler has interpreted the selection of materials in this chapter as 

representative of the compiler’s “interest in the rich forms love takes”.691 Certainly, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah is 

 
687 I return here to Myrne’s note that practically all pre-modern Arabic literature is aimed at a male audience, 

particularly that of a sexological or erotological content; Myrne 2018a, 51. 
688 See Malti-Douglas 1991, 34–5 for a similar discussion.   
689 Malti-Douglas 2001, 131.  
690 As Ingenito notes, obscene depictions tend to display the non-ʿawratic parts of the body (i.e. genitalia) 

“exposed as they are and as nothing else but themselves” in contradistinction with the “mainstream approach to 

the representation of passion” that is almost entirely focused on the beautiful face of the beloved; Ingenito 2020, 

176. These women are focused only on the sexual act and described with reference to their sexualised bodies.  
691 Gründler 2009, 122.  
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interested in the ways that love and desire motivate human action. However, the organisation of the 

material into a chapter concerned with the wayward sexual morality of his contemporary era belies 

the fact that this material also represents a real moral concern for him, and is not just part of a wider 

“pious motive to discuss love in the broadest way”,692 a pious motive she portrays as a kind of excuse 

which allows for the citation of obscenity, as if the citation of the obscene cannot itself contribute to 

that pious motive (4.1.3).693 The moral demands espoused by Ibn Abī Ḥajalah through the assembly 

of these textual units, namely that men engage in intercourse with women to prevent them engaging in 

siḥāq, remain moral demands, even if (i) the material itself raises other moral problems (e.g. illicit 

heterosexual intercourse, the woman’s intentions in her actions) and (ii) the compiler finds the subject 

matter entertaining.  

These women, even in their vindication of their own desires, are confined to the sexual, and 

lack emotional purpose. It is worth remembering here that one of Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s central concerns 

was inconstancy in love; in particular, he noted that he was concerned that someone might desire 

somebody else, have sex with them, and forget about their desire by teatime (2.2.2).694  Here, we see 

this exemplified through the presentation of siḥāq: women are not presented in loving relationships 

with other women and there is no consideration of questions of desire, orientation, attraction, love or 

emotional interiority. Rather, women who engage in siḥāq are represented here as sexually-charged 

and driven by their corporeal lust, focused on fulfilling their sexual craving for intercourse, rather 

than on the object of desire or the experience of love itself. There is nothing of the chaste struggle 

exemplified by Ibn Dāwūd; rather, these women are just agents of sexuality, going from partner to 

partner until they can slake their ghalīl through penetration. This, in and of itself, has a degradatory 

effect on the presentation of siḥāq, confining it to the sexual and the corporeal, rather than exploring 

the ways in which women might feel emotional connections or deep feelings for other women; even 

the woman who is committed to siḥāq does not claim to be so because of her emotional life, but rather 

 
692 By this she refers to his introductory statement which praises God for inspiring lovers to die, rather than sin 

(3.3); Ibid; Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 3.   
693 Gründler 2009, 122.  
694 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 241.  



 201 

her sexual proclivities.695 This chapter and this presentation of siḥāq, much like his presentation on 

liwāṭ and gazing upon youths, is not about the “rich forms love takes” but about the ways in which 

love has been lost to rampant sexuality, the ways in which people give in to their every sexual 

pleasure rather than cultivating ʿafīf, emotionally profound relationships.   

  

4.1.2 “Qāla ... fī nisāʾ hādhā al-ʿaṣr”? Sexual Immorality as Contemporary Ill 

Throughout the twenty-ninth chapter, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah enjoins that these poems and anecdotes 

depicting highly sexualised women are about the women of his age. Ibn al-Wardī’s poem was written 

fī nisāʾ hādhā al-ʿaṣr (about the women of this period); it is the women of this period who ishtaghalat 

(are busy) with siḥāq.696 These women are not the only plague of his time; Ibn Abī Ḥajalah considers 

his contemporary society plagued by a panoply of sexual sins, including liwāt and siḥāq (ch.1), 

sexually available and promiscuous women, Sufi practices of gazing (ch.2) and a lack of fixity 

andʿiffah (ch.3) in emotional relationships.  

 What are we to make of Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s claim that sexual and emotional immorality is a 

particular problem of his era? Of course, it is worth noting that this is hardly unusual; Ibn Abī 

Ḥajalah, much like many other moralists from across history and into the present day, writes from the 

perspective of a laudator temporis acti.697 In a general sense, this seems self-explanatory: the 

seemingly poor moral order of any present day becomes immediately placed into relief by comparing 

it with an idealised moral past. Across the compilations, we can see concern with what the authors 

perceive to be the contemporary state of emotional life. Much of the moral thrust in, say, Ibn Abī 

Ḥajalah’s concern with the morals of his own time, or al-Ḥalabī’s calling for moderation in love, or 

Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s focus on the dire punishment awaiting those who engage in the sabīlay 

al-ḥarām (two paths of the illicit; zināʾ and liwāṭ), derives from a wider discourse surrounding vice 

and profligacy. We have seen this manifest in the compilers’ condemnation of Sufis for their 

 
695 Notably, the famous love story between al-Zarqāʾ and Hind is absent from the chapter; on this story, see 

Myrne 2020a, 154–5.  
696 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 247–8. 
697 Comparatively, one need only think of the original title for Charles Perrault’s Histoires ou contes du temps 

passé (/de ma mère Oye) avec des moralités, for a similar moral perspective. 
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increasingly widespread theo-erotic practices and discourse (ch.2) and in the compilers’ 

overwhelmingly negative portrayal of liwāṭ and zināʾ (ch.1); both issues relate to the compilers’ 

concerns to instil a conservative social order through the cultivation of correct emotional 

management. Throughout, I have argued that these compilations are applied, and seek to influence the 

reader’s understanding of sex, emotion, and morality, not just collections of stories and poems on the 

theme of love.  

A common conception in the era, shared by Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah among others, was that 

the Black Death – and, indeed, other social ills of the period, including but not limited to military 

incursions into Mamluk territory, natural disasters and famine – was caused by a lack of personal and 

communal piety. As Dols notes, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah argued “that the ultimate reason for plague is God’s 

punishment of His people for their sins” specifically illicit sexual intercourse.698 This discourse often 

coalesced around male-male sexual intercourse and a concern to legislate women’s participation in 

public life;699 as we have seen (1.1.2 and 1.1.3), women are constructed across the compilations 

through their inability to control their emotions and the potential they have to incite social disorder 

both because of their own sexual appetite and because of the desire they arouse in men. Women and 

their movement in public space then became frequent targets of campaigns against vice in fourteenth-

century Cairo. There were repeated official attempts to crack down on vice, instituted by several 

Sultans, including by Baybars (d. 676/1277) and Lājīn (d.698/1299) whilst al-Ḥalabī was working for 

them in the chancery. Petry has shown that such campaigns, which continued sporadically into the 

fourteenth century, “revealed the fear that women might illicitly rendezvous with men during their 

independent forays in public” and were motivated by the notion that plague was linked indelibly to 

 
698 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 248; Dols 1977, 114; Ibn al-Wardī, whose poetry was quoted earlier, considered 

plague as a path to martyrdom for Muslims but as punishment for non-Muslims. Ibn Abī Ḥajalah wrote two 

works on the plague, Dafʿ al-niqmah bi-l-ṣalāh ʿalā nabī al-raḥmah, on repelling plague through Prophetic 

intercession, and the more traditionally medical al-Ṭibb al-maṣnūn fī dafʿal-ṭāʿūn. See also Herdt 2017 for a 

description and analysis of the Dafʿ and Tölke 2017 for the only printed edition of the Ṭibb; Dafʿ remains 

unedited.  
699 Herdt shows Ibn Abī Ḥajalah conceived of the plague as a “punishment” (Strafe) for many disparate sins, 

including notably the contemporary practice of “ʿamal qawm lūṭ”, Herdt 2017, 223; Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 

was a notable influence on the development of his thought in this direction, 232; see also Dols 1977, 114–5. For 

the historical background, see Stephan 2018, 184–95; Stearns 2011, 163–4; Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 1998, 29; 

Irwin 1986, 50; Leiser 2017, 117–29; Stilt 2012, 104–7; Guo 2001, 219–21; on contemporary religious 

conception of the plague, see Dols 1977, 109–21. 
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the perceived occurrence of zināʾ.700 As Stephan notes, “the concern about personal and communal 

piety being a factor in plague occurrence often resulted in blaming women’s behaviour outside the 

home in particular”.701 Indeed, women’s moving around public space was sometimes described as 

zināʾ in and of itself because of how easily it was thought men might fall into temptation because of 

women.702 Stephan has further argued that a considerable amount of anti-innovation (bidaʿ) literature 

was also preoccupied with the ways in which Muslim women and their free movement were 

understood as responsible for the introduction of non-Muslim practices into their households, 

providing an ancillary reason to the plague for the wave of spatial repression inflicted upon them.703 

Rowson, meanwhile, has shown how both al-Maqrīzī and Ibn Taghrībirdī were interested in 

understanding the cause of the spread of homoeroticism and same-sex fornication in society in the 

Cairo Sultanate, with both blaming it (in different ways) on an “importation” into Egypt from 

elsewhere through the rise of the Mamluks to power.704 

Of course, the repeated nature of such edicts criminalising both women’s movement outside 

of the home and the various forms of vice targeted (alcohol, sexual crimes) highlights their 

unenforceability and the continued proliferation of vice in society, at times even in quasi-

institutionalised ways.705 In the literary record, we can see traces of this in, say, the work of Ibn 

Dāniyāl (d.710/1310) whose shadow-plays are often read as a direct response to Baybars’ crackdown 

on vice.706 According to Mahfouz, Ibn Dāniyāl’s works “were meant to shock and daringly revolt 

against conformist taste, public order and rigid authority” even if, in the end, the moral order tends to 

reassert itself and the Bakhtinian carnival in which sexual vice rules the day comes to an end.707 

 
700 Petry 2012, 158; see also Irwin 1986, 136–7, Stephan 2018, 188–9; Petry 2022, 257–9; Stilt 2012, 104–7. 
701 Stephan 2018, 189. It is significant that Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s concern with siḥāq is framed as a concern around 

the “khurūj” of women from the marital home, perhaps indicating a further concern to regulate their presence 

and access to public space; see also Lutfi 1991.  
702 Ibid, 326. 
703 Ibid, 207. 
704 Rowson 2008b, 217–22. See also Petry 2012, 154.  
705 Stephan 2018, 39. On the taxation of sex work in the Cairo Sultanate, see Hammad and Biancani 2017, 237. 

Despite the “informal” nature of the sector, the existence of this loose tax regimen suggests a level of “state 

recognition of sex workers as a professional group” even if they experienced severe marginalisation in the 

contemporary guild system; Leiser 2017, 119. See also e.g., Petry 2012, 150–2 or Guo 2001, 232 and passim for 

discussions of the prevalence of vice in contemporary life and the unenforceability of governmental edicts. 
706 Guo 2001.  
707 Mahfouz 2015,186; on the moral “correctivity” of the play, see Zargar 2006, 105–8.  
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Whilst the plays may appear shocking to modern readers, it is questionable if they were meant to 

shock in the period; as Guo has noted, they were performed both in the street and in the royal court.708 

Moreover, as Montgomery has noted for the Buyid period, a period in which mujūn was prevalent in 

literary and public discourse, there is no reason to assume that obscene or frank language cannot be 

understood as a normal part of sophisticated culture.709 That Ibn Dāniyāl’s plays appealed to the same 

royal court who were attacking vice must surely make us pause over the assertion that they “intended 

to shock” and were received as shocking, or rather whether they were intended to “delight” as Guo 

has it.710 

Adam Talib has argued in his study of the erotic in poetry from the Cairo Sultanate and the 

Ottoman era that, “the urban environment of the premodern Arabic literary imagination may best be 

described as the predatory city: an environment in which adult men use their social and economic 

prerogatives to coerce women and younger men into sexualised interactions wherever and whenever 

they choose”.711 In this reading, the literary portrayal of erotically-charged interaction in the predatory 

city conveys a significant level of anxiety and discomfort with contemporary forms of interpersonal 

interaction and the level of proximity afforded through urban space; this space was “exhaustingly 

erotic, frighteningly promiscuous, and diverse and dangerous”.712 The city, here, is configured by 

Talib as represented in the contemporary imaginary as home to a pervasive illicit sexuality. Might this 

be a fruitful line of enquiry for thinking about Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s moral railing against the mores of his 

own time?   

In a sense, as we have seen above, there is a historical and discursive context in which Ibn 

Abī Ḥajalah’s railing against vice makes sense: the move against vice on the part of governmental 

figures and the concern, expressed by the author elsewhere, with the link between morality and plague 

is compelling. However, it is important to note that we cannot perforce take Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s 

 
708 Guo 2018; it is worth pointing out that the idea the street was ontologically more open to immorality than the 

royal court is entirely prejudicial and demonstrably false.  
709 Montgomery 1996, 117. See also Montgomery 2011, 160, n.265, for Montgomery’s comments in another 

article also concerning Abū Nuwās and his capacity to “shock” his audience, in which he rejects Wagner’s 

earlier reading of the poet’s work.  
710 Guo 2018, 174. 
711 Talib 2018b, 153.  
712 Ibid.  
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statements regarding the morals of his time as evidence of any actual change in moral order or styles 

of interpersonal interaction. Indeed, the picture in the chapter itself is more nuanced than it at first 

appears. Despite writing this chapter as if the immorality is specifically prevalent in the present day, 

the material Ibn Abī Ḥajalah chooses to include is not exclusively contemporary, suggesting that his 

conception of vice as an affliction of ahl zamāninā hādhā (people of this age of ours) is not 

necessarily circumscribed in time to the present day alone; whilst he does include numerous citations 

in this chapter from mashāyikh hādhā al-ʿaṣr (scholars of this period), he simultaneously refers to 

figures like Abū Nuwās (d.c.200/815) and Dīk al-Jinn (d.c.236/851) from a much earlier period, 

whilst Ibn al-Jallāʾ, who was cited as a primary example of Sufi sexual immorality, died around five 

hundred years before Dīwān al-ṣabābah was written. Moreover, as Gründler has noted, very soon 

after this chapter, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah includes anecdotes from his own time which do depict the kind of 

chaste love he suggests has disappeared from emotional conventions.713 It is not a straight line, then, 

between condemnation of the present day and the selection of textual material; it is worth restating 

that the compilers and their statements are ideological, not historical, and liable, therefore, to 

generalise, exaggerate and hyperbolise both their doom and gloom concerning contemporary 

emotions and their idealisation of a chaste emotional past.  

I would argue that Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s lambasting of contemporary sexual mores is not 

specifically motivated by the moralistic and repressive discursive backdrop concerning social 

anxieties regarding the plague, nor is it specifically motivated by a concern with changing social 

relations in the urban environment, occasioned through the enormous demographic and economic 

changes that took place across the Cairo Sultanate. We cannot make any analytically-sound or 

definitive assessment of its relationship to the sexual morality of the contemporary world in which it 

was written: given that it is, in many ways, the job of a moralist to harp on about how bad things are, 

it is generically in his interest to focus on these supposed problems and the supposedly dire straits of 

the world around him.714  

 
713 Gründler 2009, 122. A striking example of this would be Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s seemingly unproblematic 

inclusion of an anecdote about lovers’ illness concerning al-Malik al-Nāṣir Aḥmad’s love for a Bedouin youth 

named Shuhayb; on which, see Drory 2006, 29 and 33 n.85; Bauden 2009, 70–2; Rowson 2008b, 207–8.  
714 See Dols 1977, ch.5 and ch.7.  
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Indeed, to return to Talib’s article, it might be worth pausing at his assertion of the city as this 

hypererotic space as imagined through poetry, which leads him to question “what it must have been 

like” to be a woman or a youth in this space; here, Talib’s work slips between exploring the 

imagination of the city in poetry, to using poetry as a source for real-life attitudes about the city or of 

the experience of being in the city. Coming to any definitive assessment of the relationship between 

such poetry (or, indeed, the work of the moralists under study in this thesis) and the daily anxieties, 

struggles and experiences of people in fourteenth-century Cairo or Damascus is, in many ways, a 

Sisyphean task, and easily leads to the use of poetic or literary fantasy as a source for history. 

Likewise, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s account here is deeply partial, often exaggerated and relatively extreme, 

as indeed is much of the poetry that depicts these erotically charged interactions about which Talib is 

writing, but neither source is documentary.  

Returning to Ibn Abī Ḥajalah, we might question how his moralising about the present day 

sits within a literary framework. There are two questions here: how he reads the material he cites, on 

the one hand, and, on the other, how he understands that material to relate to the world around him. In 

3.1.4, I argued that the compilers cite stories because they contain a kind of moral truth, whatever 

their relationship to historicity. Indeed, it is storytelling which is central to these compilations. It is the 

imagination of fantasy situations, like those populated by the ʿudhrī lovers or characters like Ibn 

Dāwūd, situations in which different characters fall in love and act in different ways, which allows for 

the compilers to explore different moral considerations that arise from the experience of falling in 

love, from interacting with other humans in a broader social world. Reading this narrative material as 

‘true’, as paradigmatic depictions of idealised emotion between often named, ‘real’ characters, it 

seems only natural that there is an almost incomprehensible disjunct between the “exquisite 

sentiments” of these fantasy and idealised stories and the fundamental mundanity of non-idealised 

interpersonal interactions in the real world, the apparent scarcity or absence of these high ideals like 

profound declarations of one’s commitment to ʿiffah.715  

 
715 Bray 2019, 185; as Bray says, emotional discourses do not disclose emotions “in the raw” even if our 

compilers assume a static “ʿishq” that is experienced textually by these historical figures but also exists outside 

of literature.  
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I am not suggesting that the compilers were unable to spot where or when they were reading 

and citing material that was fabricated, although we cannot discount the possibility;716 rather, this 

brings up a much wider question of epistemology and the reception of literary texts and stories such 

as these over centuries.  

I do not necessarily mean “true” as opposed to fictional, as if the two are a clearly defined 

binary.717 Rather, I argue that these stories have taken on a kind of “cultural value” for a figure like 

Ibn Abī Ḥajalah: “these motifs [those which were produced in the very earliest periods of Islam, 

including ʿudhrī love] become something that the culture continues to preserve, whether or not it 

understands them, because the very fact of their having survived a cultural transition suggests that 

they contain meanings too valuable to be jettisoned”.718 These motifs then worked their way into the 

tradition and became ubiquitous “units of signification in complex, synthetic, organised discourse 

about the nature of the culture”.719 For Ibn Abī Ḥajalah and the other compilers, these stories have 

survived several key cultural transitions; despite their continued meaning-making over time, the 

literary culture from which they originate has changed so fundamentally that it is no wonder they 

might produce a dissonant vision of love when marked against his contemporary world, however that 

contemporary world was itself configured erotically, sexually or emotionally.  

 Indeed, in Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s lambasting of his own times and the morals of those he sees 

around him, he is hardly comparing the extra-textual contemporary with the real, historical or 

emotional past. It is not as if the ʿAbbāsid caliphate was itself a period of entirely clean living, and 

several stories cited, as I noted earlier, in this chapter on the poor morals of the present day derive 

from that earlier period. Instead, in his moralising vision, it is Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s dispirited comparison 

of his supposed present day with the explicitly textual, highly partial,720 and always idealised ‘past’.721  

 
716 Cooperson 2005, 78. 
717 Leder 1998, 35 
718 Bray 2005, 7. This process largely explains the transmutations in comprehension of them over time, as 

outlined in Jacobi 2004 
719 Bray 2005, 7–8 
720 Partial in the sense that he selects a very specific and idealized vision of an emotional past and does not so 

much linger over some of the more deeply obscene or immoral stories that also derive from the ʿAbbāsid period 

and earlier.  
721 Almost certainly, when he thinks of this idealised past, he is focused on the stories of the Bedouin ʿudhrīs, 

even if, as Sharlet 2017 argues, the ʿudhrīs were not always morally perfect. This group, for some of the 

compilers, is singled out as the most abstemious and moral group of all; at the start of his next (contrasting) 
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In other words, it is not necessarily, therefore, that the women of Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s 

contemporary world are actually displaying a different emotional or sexual life from women before 

them, or at least it is not that they are suddenly more prone to same-sex sexual behaviour or to 

engaging in illicit sexual fornication, although, of course, we cannot use this source to say either way. 

However, in emphasising this imagined disparity between the literary ideal and the real sexual world, 

Ibn Abī Ḥajalah constructs the past as a locus in which moral order reigned supreme, allowing him to 

chastise and lambast his own society, in particular focusing on the seeming proliferation of same-sex 

fornication and women’s hypersexualisation. In other words, there is a literary and generic concern: 

he is concerned by the disjunct between the idealised literary world and the mundane, between the 

stories of abstemious lovers and what we might perhaps call the reality of mundane sexual and 

emotional relationships. This disparity between these two drives the moral force of the compilations, 

providing a sharp contrast between a ‘now’ and ‘then’ which allows for the emphasis to be placed on 

moral change or reorientation, on inspiring the reader to adopt the moral framework elaborated across 

the text. Here, we might argue that Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s reading and methodological approach to the 

material as sources of knowledge about emotional behaviour are central to his attitude concerning 

both the idealised emotional manners that he would like to bring out from the text into his current 

moment722 and also the contemporary emotional landscape that he supposedly finds so problematic, 

even as he paradoxically structures that depiction through past and present literary depictions of 

sexual vice.723  

However, not only did Dīwān al-ṣabābah soon become a highly popular text after its 

publication, but its popularity lasted well into the eighteenth century.724 Whilst reading with 

historicization in mind, as I have done in this section, we might also remember that these works also 

exist outside of their own context and continued to be significant across time and space. By setting up 

 
chapter, he singles out the Banū ʿUdhrah as the highest example of these morals, see Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 251; 

see also al-Ḥalabī 2000, 1,20; Mughulṭāy 1997, 71–2.  
722 As seen, for example, in his superlative praise for and description of the next chapter’s chaste lovers as a 

“dalīl” (guide) in emotional behaviour, 1980, 251.  
723 This line of enquiry opens up questions about how writers in fourteenth-century Cairo and Damascus saw 

their own world within and beyond the adab tradition and/or how they drew from it to make sense of their 

present. It will hopefully serve as a fruitful future research study that goes beyond this thesis. 
724 Giffen 1971, 39; Gründler 2009, 122–3; see also White 2018, 281–2 on the continued popularity of these 

compilations (in particular Rawḍat and Dīwān al-ṣabābah) in Enlightenment-era collections.   
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an ill-defined but seemingly temporal contrast between a fantasy and idealised past and a similarly 

vague present (which also includes anecdotes from the ʿAbbāsid era), Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s supposed 

critique of contemporary morality instead takes on a timeless quality, and clearly continued to be 

meaningful as a moral critique even beyond its specific circumstances. 

 

4.1.3 Mujūn and Morality Across the Compilations 

In Dīwān al-ṣabābah’s treatment of a lover’s satisfaction derived from an easy request (fī al-riḍā min 

al-maḥbūb bi-aysar maṭlūb), Ibn Abī Ḥajalah includes an obviously spoofed anecdote, in which we 

see a man approach a woman’s house and ask her maidservant if her mistress can urinate in a 

container;725 going to a derelict part of town, the man drinks the urine and declares “idhā fātaka al-

laḥm fa-ishrab al-maraq” (if you can’t have the meat, drink the broth).  

To use Beaumont’s language, this kind of anecdote (of which we have seen others in this 

chapter) “leave[s] us at some distance” from the moral ideals elaborated through, say, the chaste 

anecdotes we saw in the last chapter, or the regular citation of religious and legal material found 

across the compilations, or even the compilers’ theoretical statements regarding individual 

behaviour.726 It would be prima facie “difficult to find any lesson”, in, say, the anecdote Ibn Abī 

Ḥajalah cites about drinking the beloved’s urine, “that would allow [it] to be inscribed under a 

positive moral quality in an adab encyclopaedia” except that the anecdote technically provides an 

example of a lover seeking to quench their emotional desire through sexually licit means.727 However, 

each compilation brings together vast swathes of material, some of it very upstanding and morally 

impeccable and some of it lurid and obscene.728 In many ways, anecdotes are cited because they are 

“paradigmatic” representations of a theme; one of the central concerns in each chapter is “to heap up 

examples” that depict the motif or moral under discussion.729 Hence, drinking the woman’s urine is a 

 
725 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 207. The man asks the woman for her “bawl” which can also mean ejaculatory fluid; 

Meisami dismisses previous readings of “bawl” as urine when connected to sexually explicit anecdotes, but this 

denies the possibility of kink practices that involve the shared consumption of urine. See Meisami 2006, 61.  
726 Beaumont 1998, 139. 
727 Ibid, 137.  
728 In al-Wāḍiḥ, stories are cited in relation to the entire theory of love martyrdom, whilst in the other 

compilations they are cited in chapters in connection to specific motifs or aspects of love.  
729 Beaumont 1998, 128.  
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paradigmatic example in Dīwān al-ṣabābah of the chapter’s theme (sating love through licit means) 

even if it can hardly be described as moral or edificatory; after all, no sexual transgression technically 

occurred. 

The canon of mujūn (obscene and farcical) texts tends to sit in reciprocal relationship with the 

stories of chaste ʿudhrī love, with the obscene using and abusing the courtly in the construction of 

itself as a parodic “counter-text”.730 Here, or in, say, ʿUmar ibn Abī Rabīʿah’s drinking of the entire 

lake in which his beloved Nuʿm swam naked,731 we see the parodic response to the courtly theme of 

sharing a cup, thereby imbibing the beloved’s saliva. One of the most significant examples of the 

intertwinement of the chaste and the obscene in erotic and emotional discourses can be found in al-

Nuwayrī’s citation of poetry depicting male and female beloveds, that comes immediately after the 

citation of punishment for liwāṭ and zināʾ discussed in the first chapter. In this section, al-Nuwayrī 

quotes a broad, representative range of what poets have said on the theme of love, splitting the poems 

up by motif; in sections on the gendered beloved, we frequently see chaste poems depicting the 

typical motif of the lover’s deep psychological distress at the rejection of their beloved jostle next to 

an erotic description of the length of the beloved’s penis, or the allusion, as in the following poem by 

Abū Nuwās, to erotic interactions with an idealised, androgynous beloved youth:732 [mujtath] 

 

 فالوجهُ بَدْرُ تمَأمٍ *** بعينِ ظَبي فلاة

 والقد قدُّ غلَامٍ *** والغَنج غنج فتاة 

 مذكَّر حين يبدو ***مؤنث الخلوات

 

With a face like a full moon, 

 His eye is like that of a wild gazelle 

His stature is that of a boy, 

 But he flirts like a girl.  

Male in appearance, 

 
730 Ingenito 2020, 227; Balda-Tillier 2014b on the similarities between mujūn and ʿudhrī texts.  
731 al-Ḥalabī 2000, 273; al-Ṣafadī 1931, 22:399; Lawrence 2021, 344.  
732 Al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:227–241. This poem, 229. 
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 But female in private.733   

 

Whilst the markedly chaste descriptions of sadness clearly outnumber the erotic, the pair are brought 

together by al-Nuwayrī, both contributing to his exposition of ‘what poets have said’ on the matter of 

love, both articulate sources of knowledge about the poetic depiction of emotion, sex and sexuality, in 

spite of their moral content.734 Depending on the context in which an anecdote or poem is cited, the 

moral force might sometimes be subordinated to the exploration of a theme, in this case the words of 

poets on love.735 In many ways, the position and ordering of material within chapters dedicated to 

particular issues helps to reveal the lesson or subject that is the specific point of a tale’s citation; 

where al-Nuwayrī cites mujūn or explicit poetry in his chapter on what poets have said about 

something, it is hard to perceive the poetry as being used for strictly moral or even edificatory 

purposes beyond an education in poetry itself. The point here is exploratory and expositive, rather that 

strictly pedagogical or moral. By contrast, his citation of religious materials in the section on liwāṭ 

tells a very different story, revealing a focus on shoring up the morality and behaviour of the reader.  

Across the compilations, by far the majority of the anecdotes are resolutely moral in nature; 

only very few contain outright sexually explicit material, as in this anecdote about drinking urine or 

the scenes of siḥāq we saw above, and fewer still contain morally questionable endings (such as 

engaging in illicit intercourse). However, lurid images of sexual profligacy may be just as constitutive 

of the compilers’ moral regimes as the chaste and the sacred; mujūn and sukhf (obscenities) also 

constitute a body of “paradigmatic knowledge”, to use Muhanna’s terms, from which the compilers 

occasionally derive their moral ideas, a window into the depths of the human practice of love, as 

compared to the high ideals of the chaste and courtly.736  

The ability of the texts to rove freely between tragedies and comedies, serious anecdotes and 

spoofs, moral depictions of idealised emotions and highly sexualised encounters, could be, and to 

 
733 Meaning the boy plays the role of the “woman” or agrees to be penetrated by the adult male lover. Khalwah 

was a euphemistic (or legal) term for sexual intercourse. 
734 Despite citing this material, he, much like Ibn Abī Ḥajalah repeatedly begs God’s forgiveness for the fitnah 

such citations might cause the reader; al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:225.  
735 This is not true for Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, for whom even the plight of Ibn Dāwūd elicits no sympathy.  
736 See Myrne 2020b for her discussion of sukhf and mujūn as aspects of “sexual knowledge”; Antoon 2014, 

125–34; on the genres, see Montgomery, “Sukhf” and Pellat “Mudjūn” both (EI2). 
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some extent should be, chalked up to the principle of “varatio delectat” which sits at the very bedrock 

of adab.737 Indeed, adab is characterised by its interweaving of “jest and earnest” or jidd and hazl.738 

Balda-Tillier notes that Mughulṭāy was very clear about the need to interweave the jidd with the 

hazl;739 in a “daring and anachronistic comparison”, she reads this opposition as implicating a division 

between reality/history and fiction.740 Muhanna reminds readers that the sections devoted to material 

intended to “delight” are “just as important” for al-Nuwayrī as the instructional sections; this is a man 

who “revels in the mix of salacious and fantastical detail”.741 This interweaving is often understood to 

be central to engaging the reader, whose interest in the serious can only be sustained through recourse 

to levity.742 In Dīwān al-ṣabābah’s twenty-ninth chapter, for example, immediately after describing 

the horrific and terrifying punishment awaiting lūṭīs in Hell (1.2.2), Ibn Abī Ḥajalah cites a comic 

anecdote in which the mischievous Abū Nuwās publicly accuses Abū Tammām (d.c.232/846) of 

being a lūṭī by graffitiing it on the wall of a mosque.743 Here, we see the stark contrast between a 

moralistic and apocalyptic vision of punishment, on the one hand, and a comic personal disgrace 

inflicted upon a master poet, on the other. However, this comic personal disgrace, when placed 

directly after the vision of punishment that comes before it, no longer seems so comic: this is also a 

potentially dangerous accusation, both for Abū Tammām’s life on Earth and for his experience of the 

Hereafter. This juxtaposition of the jidd with the hazl is capable of shading each with the other’s 

characteristics, just as much as it retains the reader’s interests.  

Of course, varatio does delectat: the compilations would be senselessly dull to read if every 

story simply displayed entirely idealised characters who only engaged in licit and morally upstanding 

behaviour. Tales of lurid sexuality can be, and clearly were, entertaining, both to compiler and reader. 

 
737 Leder 1998, 56.  
738 Van Gelder 1992 and 1993; Pellat 1963. The interlacing of opposing registers and themes is central to the 

universalising and exploratory tone of adab compilations; Geriès 1979; Malti-Douglas 2001, 127.  
739 Balda-Tillier 2022, 28. 
740 Ibid, 184. This division is indeed “daring” given her limited discussion concerning what would make the 

stories real or fictional beyond ascertaining whether characters ‘really’ existed or were “faux-anonyms”, people 

named in the text but who left no record in historical documents.  
741 Muhanna 2017, 72; 69.  
742 Van Gelder 1992, 100–3; see also Rosenbaum 1999, who argues that Ibn al-Jawzī uses humour in his 

articulation of the danger of hawā to “serve Islam and fight its enemies” by honing the intellect, because 

humour allows the intellect to relax when it becomes tired, 118. 
743 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 235–6. He then moves back to the religious in discussing Gog and Magog (1.1.1).  



 213 

However, there can also be moral power in the lurid. Although stories and poems that depict “the 

predatory city” are replete with humour, for example, Talib argues that “that humour often depends 

on an uncanny and discomfiting schadenfreude that we must recognise, even as we acknowledge that 

these works were intended to push social boundaries and tickle the sublimated anxieties and desires of 

their urban audience”.744 If we think back to Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s description of the woman’s rebuttal as 

laṭīfah (witty) in the anecdote in which she refused to give up siḥāq, he clearly finds the material 

entertaining.745 Yet, despite the wit of the answer, the anecdote is being used by Ibn Abī Ḥajalah as 

instructive: it also depicts the woman of today, exactly as he has suggested across the chapter, as 

hyper-sexualised and immoral proliferators of vice, giving in to their sexual desire for siḥāq.  

Mujūn can also act in the texts as a vehicle through which the material realities of human 

sexuality may be depicted mimetically and analysed as part of the broad spectrum of behaviours in 

love, even if it is far outweighed by the depiction of chaste love and morally idealised behaviour. As 

Adam Talib has suggested, sukhf (obscenities) can be used to shore up social strictures, 

“demonstrating mimetically what moral instruction aims to prevent”.746 By way of confrontation with 

the quṣārā (extremes) of human sexual behaviour, to use Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s terminology,747 through 

the citation of lurid tales of human sexuality, the reader is reminded of the necessity of the morality 

elaborated through the rest of the compilation, reminded that without following these rules they too 

may become subject to immoral actions, even as they are entertained and “tickled” by the stories. The 

exposition of sexual vice acts as a kind of proof of the existence of the vice against which the 

compilers are writing, proof of the necessity of moralistic and behavioural control to guard against the 

self’s capacity to inhabit the same sexual immorality.  

Yet, the citation of vice in these compilations is often more morally complex than it at first 

appears. For example, al-Nuwayrī cites a very dark comedy, which Van Gelder describes as filled 

 
744 Talib 2018b, 155.  
745 Gründler 2009, 122.  
746 This, he suggests, is a precursor of Foucauldian “disciplinary power”; Talib 2018, 145–6.  
747 Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 1980, 241.  
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with “black humour” and as “objectionable and not exactly morally uplifting”.748 The “callous” 

narrator of the well-known tale has a dream in which he sees the corpses of a graveyard beseech God 

not to let Him bury a woman next to them, because they do not want to hear the torture (samāʿ 

ʿadhābihā) which she will suffer in the Afterlife because of her crimes, a request which is granted. At 

the woman’s eventual burial, the narrator asks the woman’s son why the corpses might say such a 

thing. Ostensibly the narrator’s purpose is moral edification: he tells the son to look into the issue “fa-

tajtanib mithlahu” (and avoid the same) and asks for the son to tell him the woman’s story so that he 

may also avoid (li-ajtanib) the same fate. The son responds that he cannot think of any good reason, 

other than that she “tashrab al-nabīdh wa-tasmaʿ al-ghināʾ wa-tarmī/turmā bi-l-nisāʾ” (drinks wine, 

listens to music, gossips with/was accused of [intercourse] with women).749 Here, the woman is cast 

by her son as someone who merely indulges in life’s earthly pleasures, but has not committed any 

gross misdemeanours which would cause the corpses to act like that.750 However, the woman’s 

nursemaid, who claims to have repented long ago despite being a key actor in the woman’s sexual 

machinations, says she will tell the son and the prurient narrator three of the woman’s crimes, 

although in the end she stops at one at the behest of the son. The nursemaid reveals that the woman, 

described as “min ashadd al-nās zināʾan” (one of the most vehement of fornicators) having men enter 

the house without her husband’s knowledge as soon as he left each day, employed a bed trick in 

which she tricked her son into intercourse with her, by which she had two children, one of whom she 

murdered; eventually, she marries the son-father to his sister-daughter, having plotted cruelly to break 

up his former marriage. After telling the son all this, the woman begins to reveal the second of her 

stories, but the son cuts her off. Across the story, we have been witness to the unveiling of his 

mother’s true life and the manipulation from which he has suffered through the eyes of the narrator. 

 
748 Al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2: 183–8. Van Gelder 2005, 152; the story is translated 146–151. The story originates in 

al-Tanūkhī 1971, 5:123–5. With its focus on murder, birth, death and sexual activity, the story bears the 

hallmarks of a Bakhtinian grotesque realism; Bakhtin 1984, 20–39.  
749 Van Gelder opts for the former reading and translation; see Van Gelder 2005, 148 and 228, n.141.  
750 Taking the second reading of “turmā”, the son’s statement becomes another instance in which siḥāq is seen 

as less morally significant than other (penetrative) sexual crimes (e.g. zināʾ, of which the woman is later 

accused); taking a cue from the legalistic discourses employed by Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah ( 1.1.3), siḥāq 

becomes a minor sin, akin to consuming alcohol or listening to music, not worthy of God’s punishment in the 

Afterlife or such objections on the part of her prospective grave-mates. In the son’s (naïve) understanding, it is 

not as if she committed a serious transgression, like zināʾ.  
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The son cries that his family is ruined (khariba baytī) and he has to divorce the mother of his children. 

Despite his own naïve innocence in the tale, in which the strings were seemingly being pulled around 

him, in the revelation scene, the son must come to terms with the fact that everything that looked one 

way suddenly reveals itself to be of a very different character, that his life is a kind of lie constructed 

through the machinations of a woman, his own mother, subject to the effects of passionate love.751  

On a practical level, this anecdote is not freely cited with no contextual apparatus in either 

Nihāyat or Dhamm, from which al-Nuwayrī has taken it. In Dhamm, it is cited as one of two stories 

through which Ibn al-Jawzī demonstrates to the reader the danger of being led to commit zināʾ by the 

power of ʿishq.752 In Nihāyat, al-Nuwayrī cites it as (the only) example of those whom love has 

carried to commit zināʾ with people that are unmarriageable (by virtue of consanguinity) (man 

ḥamalahu al-ʿishq ʿalā an zanā bi-maḥārimihi). This is the first chapter of a series connected to the 

dangers and pitfalls that love has led man to, these being apostasy, murder and suicide, and the 

chapter comes after the much more moral exposition of stories in which individuals opposed their 

desires and were rewarded for it. By placing the anecdote into this chapter, itself strung together in a 

broader series of chapters concerned with the dangerous effects of passionate love, we are led to focus 

on this aspect of the tale, to use it as a paradigmatic example of these dangers, notwithstanding our 

interest in the story. The moral message could be said to be that love itself is a dangerous emotional 

experience that can lead to all sorts of immoral actions and behaviours and that, following the 

perspective of Ibn al-Jawzī, one would be better off to avoid exposing oneself to it in the first place. 

Certainly, it all but appears that way when the narrator claims to be finding out more about the story 

in order to avoid committing the same fate. 

Yet the narratological construction of the tale is not so simply moral as merely exposing the 

reader to a story of vice from which they might learn about the pitfalls of love, although that is a 

central aspect of its citation here. Compared with the son’s devastation, the narrator reveals his own 

“grief” (ḥasrah) after the woman stops telling the story, a grief occasioned by not hearing the 

 
751 Of course, at the beginning of the story the woman’s husband and son were both devastated at the loss of 

their incestuous wife and mother. Van Gelder argues that the only moral of the story is the misogynistic motif 

that “women are bad”; Van Gelder 2005, 152. 
752 Ibn al-Jawzī 1999b, 401–5.  
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woman’s second and third stories.753 This ironically jars with his expressed moral intentions at the 

beginning of the anecdote. The movement in the narrative purpose from moral edification to 

entertainment reveals a certain moral ambiguity in the anecdote’s citation. On the one hand, the 

reader, by the end of the tale, has begun to share in the first-person narrator’s frustration at the story 

being cut and has become keen to hear more of the woman’s shocking depravity: in other words, we 

have become, much like the narrator, voyeurs onto the both the woman’s sexual profligacy and the 

son’s realisation that his life is a lie. On the other, it must not be forgotten that, even if ironically, the 

story does also claim for itself a role as moral instructor, as providing information about human 

actions so that those who find out about them (both the narrator, the son and the reader) can avoid the 

same fate. This kind of story is cited with, at least in part, the intention of eliciting multiple and 

seemingly conflicting reactions on the part of the reader, both an intense interest in the story and its 

contents, a repulsion from the immoral actions, and a keen desire to learn from the story so as to 

“avoid”, to quote the narrator, being subject to the same immoral consequences of love. These aspects 

come together, much like the jidd and the hazl, to ensure the interest and entertainment of the reader, 

as they are simultaneously subject to a kind of moral confrontation with the depths of immorality.  

We might wonder why some of these stories are so extreme. To a certain extent, the extremity 

plays on eliciting a moralising sense of disgust within the reader at the actions of the woman. Disgust, 

as Ahmed argues, is a “deeply ambivalent” emotional experience, involving both an attraction to and 

repulsion from its object, able to capture the interest of the reader but repulsing the reader from the 

scene depicted.754 When reading for the compiler’s moral purpose, in the sense of wondering what the 

moral use of the story is here, we might follow Ahmed and link the experience of disgust to the abject 

in the Kristevan sense; the eruption of abjection stems from the (potential) breakdown between the 

I/Not-I boundary, the moment in which the I experiences crisis based off of its contact with something 

else that is both outside and already within, where the skin does not “guarantee” the cleanliness of the 

self.755 In reading an anecdote in which other humans commit gross acts of sexual vice, the reader is 

 
753 Van Gelder suggests that the narrator “is mixing jest and earnest, giving a sardonic twist to a tragic tale” Van 

Gelder 2005, 152.  
754 S. Ahmed 2014, 84.  
755 Kristeva 1982, 53. 
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implicated by way of a shared humanity, asked to understand their own relation to the actions of the 

anecdote’s protagonists. If this person, say the incestuous mother, exists and engages in such activities 

because of passionate love, the reader is invited, much like the narrator, to question their own capacity 

to err sexually and morally, their own susceptibility to the pitfalls engendered by love as an emotional 

experience, hence why, in Dhamm at least, this anecdote is portrayed as a factual story of a real 

woman’s licentious behaviour, a scary moral tale as much as an exciting revelation of wicked 

immorality.756 In many ways, this derives from the same moral concern to inform the reader about 

vice and its consequences as that espoused by Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah in his pious declaration that 

he was citing the religious materials on liwāṭ and zināʾ in order to inform the reader about the dangers 

attending them if they travel down that path (1.1.2).  

More to the point, to return to Talib’s notion of sukhf as shoring up moral strictures, we might 

draw on what Still has described as the intended “reading response” of horror, this being to evoke in 

the reader the “feeling that the prohibitions we have are not strict enough in separating the clean from 

the dirty”, to evoke the feeling that emotional and sexual interactions should be subject to tighter 

regulation to prevent such immorality from spreading.757 In many ways, this kind of story provides 

mimetic justification for sticking to the morality constructed across the rest of the compilations, for 

the enforcement of strict rules regarding chastity (ʿiffah) and the sublimation of love rather than the 

consummation of illicit intercourse, for ensuring that one does not allow oneself to be carried away by 

ʿishq, hence al-Nuwayrī’s use of the term “man ḥamalahu al-ʿishq ʿalā…” (those whom love has 

carried to commit…) in the chapter headings for this section, reflecting the fact that the extremity of 

love can lead man to commit intensely immoral, and indeed illicit, actions. The citation of this kind of 

story is intended to lead to a desire to codify and prohibit, to inspire a moral policing in the reader so 

as not to end up like this woman, carried off by the effects of love and giving in to base desires, even 

as it is also cited to entertain the reader with its “salacious” details.758 

 
756 Al-Nuwayrī notably says that he only conveyed this story at all because he doesn’t think it happened (mā 

aʿtaqid annahu waqaʿa) or that, by the will of God, nothing like it will happen (wa-lā yaqaʿ in shāʾ allāh 

mithluhā); al-Nuwayrī 1924, 2:188. By contrast, Ibn al-Jawzī cites it “as if it really happened” and “does not 

express any doubts”, Van Gelder 2005, 152. 
757 Still 1997, 221.  
758 Muhanna 2018, 69.  
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4.2 Conclusions: Seeing Straight? 

When it comes to Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s depiction of siḥāq, there are two running themes: (i) same-sex 

desire is explored before it is ultimately reoriented into opposite-sex desire and (ii) women’s sexuality 

is framed as the moral concern of men and, more specifically, the male reader. We might suggest that 

depictions of women’s same-sex desire are quite literally “straightened”, subject to what Sara Ahmad 

has termed “straightening devices”, both in the compiler’s ethical discussion concerning sexuality and 

in his selection and depiction of certain forms of women’s same-sex desire.759  

Considering that the anecdotes and compilations in this corpus arose a long time before, and 

in a different culture from, the modern use of the term “straight” to refer to a heterosexual identity, 

one might object that it is anachronistic. For Ahmed, however, the term “straight” and, consequently, 

“straightening devices” is not so much fixed to specific sexual identities, but rather the ways in which 

sexual relations are practised, perceived and understood by their witnesses. Desire “orientates the 

subject toward some others (and by implication not other others) by establishing a line or 

direction”.760 It is not just the object that determines the “direction” of desire. Instead, “the direction 

one takes makes some others available as objects to be desired.”761 The straight line is that which 

takes the subject to the object of desire according to the pre-set relational expectations of a society, 

meaning, in the moral world of the compilations, towards characters with whom one is in a licit 

relationship with or with whom one is able to enter a licit relationship; on the other hand, queer desire 

takes the subject “off line”, away from the line set out for the subject by the assumptions, expectations 

and myths encoded into the understanding of what love is, or should be.762 In these compilations, that 

line is very strictly codified: each compilation only makes room for sex to take place within licit, 

opposite-sex relationships. Any other relationship cannot, on a moral level, exist beyond the kind of 

fatal and all-consuming, dephysicalised love that we saw in 3.1.2.  

 
759 See S. Ahmed 2006, 65–107 for the full discussion of sexual “orientation”. The term “straightening” when 

used by scholars in Islamic Studies has most frequently been used to describe both (neo-)colonial and 

indigenous, moralising rewritings of Islamic legal and literary traditions that, to use Fatima Seedat’s terms, 

“exclude fluidity and ambiguity” Seedat 2018, 153; Geissinger 2020, 102–5. See also Miller 2018 on 

“straightening” in modern academic approaches to Sufism.  
760 S. Ahmed 2006, 70, 
761 Ibid, 70. 
762 Ibid, 71. 
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As Ahmed argues, “the question is not only how queer desire is read as off line, but also how 

queer desire has been read in order to bring such desire back into line... such readings function as 

‘straightening devices’ that follow the straight line or even ‘can only see straight’ given how they 

conflate this line with what is right, good, or normal” (my emphasis).763 This “straight” reading then 

works to correct the “slantwise direction of queer desire”.764  

 We might argue that Ibn Abī Ḥajalah only “see[s] straight” when it comes to women’s same-

sex desires. Whether it be in the citation of the need for the practitioner of siḥāq to “return” (irjaʿī) to 

ḥaqq, a quasi-religious terminology that evinces male-female penetrative intercourse as the moral 

norm, or in the anecdotal depiction of a man undertaking to effect that return through violence, the 

representation of female same-sex desire is intimately bound up with the depiction of siḥāq as “off 

line”, as needing to be corrected. Here, the penis becomes a very real “straightening device”, capable 

of “returning” siḥāq to nayk.  

Yet, the discussion of siḥāq relates not only to women’s behaviours. We see Ibn Abī 

Ḥajalah’s focus on male emotions taken one step further: it is not only a moral demand that men have 

sex with women so as to avoid committing liwāṭ, they must also have sex with women in order to 

ensure that women, whose shahwah is supposedly too great to control, do not find themselves forced 

to turn to siḥāq (or extramarital affairs). The moral demand in this section on women’s same-sex 

desire is really focused on how men need to step into the women’s relationship and call the women 

back to male sexual dominance, constructing women’s same-sex desire not only as “off line” but also 

as a kind of errant or wayward mistake that diverges from the patriarchal norm, the supposedly 

natural heterosexual couple from which the women have strayed. Bringing women back to this norm 

is constructed as both an easy intervention into women’s sexual lives and as a moral demand to 

prevent their sliding into siḥāq, itself framed simply and misogynistically as the natural conclusion of 

their extreme, innate and uncontrollable shahwah.  

 This discussion of siḥāq, which formed part of his broader consensus that the society in which 

he lived was going to moral rack and ruin, led to two further discussions of note for how we think 

 
763 S. Ahmed 2006, 71-2. 
764 Ibid, 72.  
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about these compilations in general on (i) the historicity of Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s moral claims and (ii) the 

use of mujūn literature for morality. First, I argued that, whilst it is tempting to read this historically, 

given the context in which we do find official attempts to stamp out vice in Cairo and Damascus, the 

text itself resists historicization; in part, this is achieved through the fairly vague differentiation 

between a fantasy and idealised past and the mundane present, itself articulated with recourse to 

anecdotes and models from the ʿAbbāsid period. Beyond that, the text’s own enduring popularity 

across the centuries suggests that its painting of moral disorder continues to apply and be meaningful 

to readers in other times and other contexts. Second, I argued that, in their citation of the most 

extreme behaviours that ʿishq carries the afflicted to undertake and their use of obscene literature, the 

compilers in effect shore up the reader’s own policing of their emotions by way of getting them to 

think about their own capacity to engage in vice, the potential that they could become similarly 

afflicted, reminding them of their own susceptibility to ʿishq and the dangers that come with it, all the 

while drawing on entertaining and amusing stories of profligacy and vice to illustrate these dangers.  
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Conclusion 

Pre-modern Arab-Islamic religious and moral discourse routinely condemns same-sex sexual 

intercourse, particularly that of men (i.e. liwāṭ), as sinful. In spite of this, same-sex desire was 

understood as entirely normal and unremarkable and poems and anecdotes abound in which, in 

particular, men express great desire for male youths, although we do also find numerous stories which 

include adult male-male or female-female desire. Previous scholarship had tended to see these two 

factors as sitting in a kind of opposition to each other, as separate but contemporaneous discursive 

norms; Bauer, for example, has described this as part of his broader notion of “cultural ambiguity”, 

leading Tolino to argue that there was a “coexistence of different norms, all of them considered as 

such by the same group of people at the same moment”.765 The discursive separation is neatly 

described by El-Rouayheb, when he argues that “just as … homiletic and juridical literature reflects a 

strand of religiously motivated hostility to fornication and sodomy … belletristic literature might be 

assumed to reveal another cultural strand” which he describes as sympathetic to an idealised “chaste” 

love for women and boys.766  

This thesis was originally motivated by an attempt to understand the connections between 

these two “cultural strands”, asking how, for example, that emphatic praising of chaste love may or 

may not be connected to religious demands concerning licit sexual intercourse. In other words, this 

project began as an attempt to understand how the religious approach to sexuality intersected with, or 

differed from the literary imagination of same-sex desire. This thesis has made a preliminary 

contribution to our understanding of how religious and belletristic accounts of sexuality and emotion 

operated in tandem with each other and influenced each other, by analysing how a group of scholars 

in fourteenth-century Cairo and Damascus, a moment in which there was an increasingly stark 

overlap between the nominally distinct scholarly domains of ʿilm and adab, approached the moral 

questions that derive from the process of falling in love, in particular falling in love with someone 

with whom one is unable to engage in intercourse. As I noted in the Introduction, this thesis makes no 

definitive or historical claims on the practice of sex in the period, or of wider social attitudes towards 

 
765 Bauer 2021, passim; Tolino 2020, 34.  
766 El-Rouayheb 2005, 75. 
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sex and love. Rather, it is an investigation of how these specific compilers drew on both the adab and 

religious canons in order to explore these moral questions and provide instruction to readers on how 

to act and behave when in love. Moreover, the thesis attempted to use these compilations, and the 

compilers’ approach to the question of forbidden love, as a way of thinking about the moral 

psychology of conflict that arises from this situation and the ways in which that conflict is imagined 

and explored through storytelling.  

 As has become obvious across the thesis, the compilations do not provide us with a unitary 

response to this question and there are salient differences of opinion and emphasis between them. In 

this conclusion, I will recap the findings of the chapters and consider how they work together, before 

exploring some of these differences, and then thinking about the kinds of questions that this study 

opens up and the next steps which might be taken to further our understanding of same-sex love in 

pre-modern Arabic literature 

 I split the thesis into four chapters, which each looked at different, albeit overlapping, moral 

considerations regarding same-sex love and same-sex lovers. In the first chapter, I focused primarily 

on the subject of liwāṭ in the works of Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, al-Nuwayrī and Ibn Abī Ḥajalah. 

The chapter began with a very brief summary of the citation of punishment narratives for liwāṭ in 

Rawḍat and Nihāyat; largely speaking, both compilers cited material which called for the death of 

those who engage in the act (ʿamal qawm Lūṭ/liwāṭ), who became known as lūṭīs. However, whilst 

Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah demanded punishment for everyone who committed liwāṭ, regardless of 

their personal status, al-Nuwayrī’s account reflected the wider lack of consensus among jurists, and he 

cited a considerable amount of material which differentiated between those who were muḥṣan and 

those who were not. In 1.1.2, I then outlined the rationalistic basis on which the compilers, in general 

terms, built their moral approach to questions in love. This section focused on how the compilers 

defined ʿaql in opposition to shahwah and sought to use their works to inspire the reader to cultivate 

their ʿaql and thereby avoid the worst consequences of love. Certainly, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s 

account of ʿaql was the most theoretically developed, but each of the other compilers, including al-

Ḥalabī, whose work stands out as the most dissimilar to the others in this corpus (see below), 

incorporates elements of this ʿaql-shahwah binary into their moral schematic of love. This rationalist 
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reading of ʿaql stems from the much earlier theoretical developments of Ibn al-Jawzī’s Dhamm al-

hawā, a work to which, as I argued in the Introduction, all of these texts responds, albeit in different 

ways. Primarily, I argued that Rawḍat claims for itself a role as moral instructor: by outlining the 

different and horrific consequences to engaging in illicit sexual intercourse, or by referencing the 

painful suffering occasioned by those who experience ʿishq and became mad and died, Ibn Qayyim 

al-Jawziyyah sees himself as providing the reader with moral instruction and helping to educate them 

about the pitfalls of ʿishq. No reader could claim that they did not know where that path leads, to 

return to his spatial metaphor.  

 The discussion on the propagation of the ʿaql as a defence against immoral behaviour led 

directly to a discussion of women and the ways in which the compilations considered women’s 

emotions. In 1.1.2, I argued that the compilers were writing for men and about men, which is hardly 

surprising given that, as Myrne and others have noted, men were the implied and intended readers of 

“practically all” premodern Arabic literature.767 In other words, the compilers were largely concerned 

with the propagation of male morality, and the bolstering of the ʿaql becomes a masculine concern 

against immorality. Yet, in the construction of the ʿaql as a masculine virtue, sexual immorality 

becomes specifically associated with women, and with their supposedly greater experience of 

shahwah, a shahwah that is so great they are depicted as unable to control it by themselves; here, of 

course, the compilers build on a tradition of misogyny that tied women and femininity to “fitnah”, as 

argued at length by scholars like Kecia Ali,768 and constructed masculinity around the virtue of 

emotional control, a control which, as Mezziane argued, allowed for the bolstering of patriarchal 

dominance of women financially, socially and domestically. Following Mezziane, I suggested that 

liwāṭ in these texts becomes specifically problematic because it becomes a symbol of the masculine 

loss of emotional control, the ultimate sign of a man giving in to his shahwah.  

 
767 Myrne 2018a, 51 
768 Of course, one of the central conclusions of Myrne’s work on female sexuality in the ʿAbbāsid period is that 

despite the significant corpus of misogynistic literature and ideas about sex and sexuality, “early Abbasid 

society also contained attitudes and practices that were less misogynist, as far as they at least considered 

women’s wishes and desires, and its literature gave room for women’s own voices”; Myrne 2019a, 170. A wider 

investigation of different genres and texts from fourteenth century Cairo and Damascus is warranted before 

similar claims can be made.  
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 In 1.1.3, I approached the question of the relationship between liwāṭ and siḥāq in Rawḍat and 

Nihāyat, a relationship that is otherwise configured in the fourth chapter, in which I turn to Ibn Abī 

Ḥajalah’s rather different discussion of women’s same-sex desire. In this section, I discussed the ways 

in which al-Nuwayrī and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah used religious sources to discuss siḥāq. Whilst Ibn 

Qayyim al-Jawziyyah largely ignored the subject, preferring instead to focus on liwāṭ, something 

which is entirely unsurprising given his deeply masculinist programme of cultivating male virtue and 

his belief in the weakness of women’s souls and their inability to control their own shahwah, al-

Nuwayrī discusses the two subjects, liwāṭ and siḥāq, together. However, much like al-Ājurrī or al-

Dhahabī, both of whom also discuss the two together, there is a very clear emphasis placed on the 

wrongs of liwāṭ and the importance of punishing it, whilst siḥāq becomes a kind of relegated side-

issue that is only tangentially discussed in relation to the much graver sin of male same-sex 

intercourse. Tying this back to 1.1.2, this further emphasises the highly masculinist nature of these 

compilations, and their focus on male behaviour, to the general exclusion of women and women's 

emotional or sexual morality from consideration.  

In the second part of the first chapter, I turned away from the this-worldly discussion of liwāṭ 

to the consequences that the individual would face in the Afterlife. Here, we begin to piece together 

not just how the compilers thought about the act, but also about the person who committed the act. In 

particular, all three of Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, al-Nuwayrī and Ibn Abī Ḥajalah understood that 

lūṭīs were going to face extreme punishment in the Afterlife, a punishment that was tied to the ritual 

impurity that they had taken on through the act itself. Across their discussion of these Afterlife 

punishments, the compilers are all speaking directly to those readers who have engaged in liwāṭ or 

who have desire to: without repentance, grave punishment in the Afterlife is inevitable, for God 

knows all that they have done. In the third section of the first chapter, I discussed the issue of 

authenticity and argued that the three compilers drew heavily from the ḥadīth corpus to voice their 

ideas concerning liwāṭ in part because of the charisma and weight of the Prophetic idiom and in part 

because these ḥadīth texts “pithily encapsulated” the religious norm to which they ascribed.769 In 

 
769 Geissinger 2015, 254. 
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other words, despite the questionable authenticity of some of the material, the compilers continued to 

cite and engage with these traditions because they contributed a highly significant affective religious 

anchor for their moral positions on the subject.  

Lūṭīs, in these compilers’ reading of the religious sources, will be gathered together in the 

Afterlife with the Biblical and Qur’anic community of the Prophet Lot, those who these compilers 

allege were the first to engage in the sin of liwāṭ, building on a wider tradition that goes back to the 

ḥadīth corpus. In tying these two communities together into one ummah lūṭiyyah, the compilers 

describe those who engage in liwāṭ in their present as part of a much greater lineage, using an almost 

genealogical or tribal logic to tie together the contemporary lūṭī with his Qur’anic forebears. In the 

Conclusion to the first chapter, I read these aspects of the compilations through a Kristevan and 

Butlerian lens, arguing that the compilers construct the ummah lūṭiyyah as a community against which 

the idealised reader who has internalised the morality outlined in these compilations, what I termed 

the moral subject, can define himself. Yet, the existence of liwāṭ and of lūṭīs itself has transferential 

implications for this reader that links back to the propagation of the ʿaql against immorality: the 

border between the moral subject and the lūṭī always has the potential to break down, should one not 

stick tight to the moral norms elaborated in the compilations, only further entrenching the importance 

of moral instruction, the importance of cultivating the ʿaql.  

The second chapter used the same three compilations as the basis to explore how these 

compilers understood the issue of gazing upon youths. In 2.1, I analysed Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s 

polemic against the gaze focusing in particular on the different ways in which he spoke about gazing 

upon women and gazing upon men or youths. No matter the object of the gaze, Ibn Qayyim al-

Jawziyyah considered it to be highly problematic for fear of the feelings of ʿishq that might be caused 

by the gaze, and therefore advocated for the lowering of the gaze in most contexts, unless there was 

some sufficient need for one to be gazing upon the phenomenal world. However, the outcome of the 

gaze was specifically different depending on its object. When someone gazed upon a woman and 

began to experience ʿishq because of it, then he would be able to engage in sexual intercourse with a 

woman who is licit to him already, because she was of the same type (bi-jins) as the woman he was 

attracted to. In other words, women are misogynistically constructed as interchangeable sexual objects 
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and any licit woman is able to satisfy the pressing need (waṭar) engendered by the specific woman 

who is the object of the gaze. Where the individual gazed upon a male youth and fell for him, 

however, the situation was entirely different, as there was no path (sabīl) through which one could 

engage in sexual intercourse legally (sharʿan). In this instance, the individual has put himself in grave 

theological danger, now at risk of committing illicit intercourse in order to resolve that pressing need, 

or of suffering from the medicalised consequences of ʿishq, which might include atrophy, illness, 

madness and death. For this reason, he includes a wide array of Prophetic and pious statements 

prohibiting or warning against gazing upon youths, bolstering his prophylactic demand to turn the 

gaze away as much as possible, so as not to become subject to prohibited desire. 

In the second and third sections of this chapter, I turned to Nihāyat and Dīwān al-ṣabābah, 

both of which cite the same fund of religious material as Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah concerning the 

gaze upon the youth, but tie this gazing upon youths to Sufi practices and communities. For al-

Nuwayrī, the practice of gazing upon youths, which, by this period had become a recognised practice 

within certain Sufi communities, was highly concerning. Placing his discussion of the practice 

between liwāṭ and zināʾ, approximating it to two major sexual sins, he cited a range of very early Sufi 

authorities or anecdotes depicting these authorities, all of whom railed against the practice and 

explained the dangers of gazing upon youths. In doing so, I suggested that al-Nuwayrī was 

ventriloquising his own concerns regarding the morality of Sufi pietistic practices through these early 

voices, using them to decry how far these Sufi practices have strayed from the earliest manifestations 

of renunciant piety.  

In Dīwān al-ṣabābah, this critique of Sufi pietistic practices reaches its apex among these 

compilations. Using the story of Ibn al-Jallāʾ, an early Sufi who looked upon a beautiful face, was 

scorned by his master for doing so, and punished by God, as his central anchor, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 

describes gazing upon youths as leading directly to the drunkenness of ʿishq. Here, we might link this 

section back to 1.1.2, and the construction of a morality centred on the ʿaql. For our compilers, one of 

the primary consequences of ʿishq, and, indeed, of drunkenness, was a depletion in reason (zawāl al-

ʿaql) which might make one commit illicit actions. In his commentary on this story, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 

directly compares the Sufi gazing upon the youth to the idolatrous practices of the ummah lūṭiyyah. 
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This is significant for two reasons. Firstly, constructing an equivalence between the Sufi male’s 

sexualised gazing upon the youth and the practices of the ummah lūṭiyyah, a group whose sexual 

practices he had only just discussed in the very same chapter, is not accidental, but implies a kind of 

connection between the two, positing a concern with sexualised male-male interactions and desire that 

might go beyond just a concern with liwāṭ qua anal sex; I suggested this might be read through 

Rubin’s “domino theory” as tinging the (relatively normal) act of gazing upon youths by association 

with the hated act of liwāṭ and the despised ummah lūṭiyyah (1.4). Secondly, this formed part of Ibn 

Abī Ḥajalah’s career-long campaign against what he saw as the innovations into Islam by the 

“heretics” Ibn al-Fāriḍ and Ibn al-ʿArabī. Ibn Abī Ḥajalah decried their works as idolatrous, arguing 

that their reframing of the ontological relationship between the human and the divine, outlined in 

2.2.2, misreads the phenomenal as an instantiation of the divine; by aligning Ibn al-Jallāʾ’s look upon 

the youth with the idolatry of the People of Lot, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah is also making direct reference to 

these heretical innovations that had become widespread in fourteenth-century Cairo and Damascus, 

suggesting that Sufis who gaze upon youths as a pietistic practice are themselves engaging in idolatry 

by collapsing the transcendent divine with the phenomenal form of the youth.  

The second chapter continued to focus on the use of religious materials to think about the 

morality of different actions and behaviours. However, its concern shifted from the sexual act more 

towards desire. Across this thesis, I attempted to think about same-sex intercourse, sexuality and 

desire in ways that go beyond the immediate context of the prohibited sexual act. Rather, sex has what 

might be seen as a before, during and after. The during itself features very little in these compilations: 

the compilers are not much interested in how individuals have sex, as evidenced in 1.1.1 by their lack 

of differentiation in terminology based on role or identity. Everyone who engages in liwāṭ, for them, 

is a lūṭī. Rather, the focus is more sustained on the before and after. In the first chapter, we saw a 

much greater concern among the compilers regarding the after: their focus throughout was on 

punishment (both civil and Afterlife), on repentance and on how liwāṭ transforms the individual into a 

lūṭī. However, the second chapter is a key example of how the fear and prohibition on liwāṭ bleeds 

into the compilers’ approach to other aspects of male-male desire and indeed moral behaviour. Much 

of the concern with gazing upon youths here stems from its potential to transform into liwāṭ, as is 



 228 

clear from the analysis of Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s discussion of the lack of a “licit” path to resolve 

one’s desire and Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s comparison between Ibn al-Jallāʾ and the ummah lūṭiyyah.  

In many ways, the third chapter is also concerned with the before-liwāṭ, although much less 

clearly. Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that the third chapter’s focus is on the ways in which 

the prohibition on liwāṭ becomes internalised by different characters in their attempt to grapple with 

their desire for a same-sex beloved. Ibn Dāwūd’s story loomed large in this chapter. It is a tale that is 

told by all of the compilers except al-Nuwayrī. Yet, he was not alone, and, across this chapter, I 

discussed several stories that were received very sympathetically by al-Ḥalabī, Mughulṭāy and Ibn 

Abī Ḥajalah.  

This chapter made two crucial interventions into the thesis and to the study of same-sex desire 

in pre-modern Arabic literature. First, I began with Ibn Dāwūd and Muḥammad ibn al-Qāsim al-

Naḥwī, two men whose stories approached the intersection of legal-moral norms with medical ideas 

concerning love-death and the fatality of ʿishq in instances where sexual intercourse is not possible. 

Both men died, but both are described by the compilers as clinging tight to ʿiffah, a moral norm that 

was central to each of the compilations (with the exception of Nihāyat). I argued that any commitment 

to ʿiffah has very different consequences for same-sex lovers than it does for those who are in 

opposite-sex, albeit unfulfilled, relationships. Given that ʿiffah translates into having sex exclusively 

within the “licit boundaries” of marriage or enslavement, to use Jacobi’s phrasing, for same-sex 

lovers, there exist “ontological barriers” to the same-sex relationship, to use Alharthi’s. Arguing 

against more generalising approaches, which compare the experience of a character like Ibn Dāwūd 

to, say, Jamīl, I argued that this distinction is central to how we understand their stories: a character 

like Ibn Dāwūd is ontologically barred from being able to realise his desire into licit union within any 

kind of moral or licit framework, directly because of the prohibition on liwāṭ outlined in the first 

chapter. In other words, that prohibition has very real, material effects on how characters in these 

stories navigate their emotional life and negotiate their feelings and desires around classes of licit and 

illicit behaviour. More to the point, the prohibition on liwāṭ can then be said to extend far beyond the 

sexual act itself and affect the experience of sexual desire felt by even the most pious individuals; 

here, we see the construction of a moral and psychological experience of conflict between the 
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religious duties and demands outlined in the first chapter and the uncontrollable and ungovernable 

experience of desire for the beloved on the other. For the compilers, the only morally acceptable 

conclusion to this situation rests in the death of the individual, a death which some of them praise in 

the highest terms, as an example of an individual who clung to the moral norms they are laying forth 

in the face of overwhelming temptation and possibility.  

That does not mean that all of the compilers were so convinced. Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 

was deeply unsympathetic to Ibn Dāwūd’s plight, as he was in general to lovers who did not 

accidentally fall in love or who were not suffering the effects of ʿishq for licit but unobtainable lovers, 

such as a dead wife. His approach to the story of Ibn Dāwūd was unusually harsh: Ibn Dāwūd made 

his own bed, in Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s mind, because he looked at the unobtainable beloved, 

connecting his interpretation of this story directly to his prohibition on gazing at youths as analysed in 

the second chapter.  

 The second primary intervention of this chapter was a re-reading of this question of 

“sympathy”, a word that El-Rouayheb also used to describe the adab tradition’s approach to the 

chaste or ʿafīf love of women and youths.770 In surveying the citation by Mughulṭāy of stories in 

which same-sex lovers were either helped by onlookers, or were buried side-by-side in death, I argued 

that we see glimpses of a sympathetic reading of same-sex desire, both on the part of the compiler and 

the onlookers to the relationship, a non-judgmental approach that contrasts with Ibn Qayyim al-

Jawziyyah’s morality. This reading is also demonstrated in al-Ḥalabī, Mughulṭāy and Ibn Abī 

Ḥajalah’s citation of Ibn Dāwūd, and al-Ḥalabī and Mughulṭāy’s citation of Muḥammad ibn al-Qāsim, 

as models of ʿiffah. However, sympathy and praise do not change the moral demand being made by 

the compilers, nor do they make the experience of prohibited love easier. Rather, in sympathising with 

these lovers, and praising them, or elevating them to the rank of martyrdom, these sympathetic 

compilers naturalise death and suffering as the optimal outcomes to this kind of passion. In the third 

section of this chapter, I extended this argument by building from the ideas concerning sacrifice 

 
770 El-Rouayheb 2005, 75; although, as is clear from the story of Ibn Dāwūd or Aslam and Aḥmad (3.2), the 

term “youths” does not capture the full gamut of emotional possibilities: clearly some beloveds in the adab 

tradition were adult men as well.  
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elaborated by Girard, arguing that lovers who cling to ʿiffah and die are memorialised as heroes 

because, through their death, they have removed the threat of disorder (fitnah) and corruption (fasād) 

associated with illicit sexuality and sexual desire. In other words, that positive and sympathetic 

memorialisation is contingent on not transgressing the religious and moral demands articulated 

through the prohibition on liwāṭ (and, for opposite-sex lovers, zināʾ) even where individual compilers, 

like say al-Ḥalabī or Mughulṭāy do not specifically join those dots or discuss the religious corpus’ 

articulation of these prohibitions, but rather confine their focus to a demand for ʿiffah, a discourse 

which translates those prohibitions into moral demands and circumscribes moral sexuality to licit 

sexual partners.  

 In the fourth chapter, I returned to Dīwān al-ṣabābah, the only text which gives a sustained 

account of women’s same-sex desires. Here, in the analysis of his approach to siḥāq and those women 

who engaged in it, it became clear that there is a striking differentiation in his conception of women’s 

same-sex desires when compared with men’s. Where, in the first chapter, we saw Ibn Abī Ḥajalah 

outline in detail the specifically graphic and painful punishment which those who engage in liwāṭ 

would experience in the Afterlife, his discussion of siḥāq is entirely different, and is inflected by a 

thick patriarchal misogyny which constructs women as both sexually profligate yet easily controlled. 

He does not focus on Afterlife punishments, and there is no real discussion of God punishing these 

women. Rather, the focus is placed squarely on how men interact with those women who engage in 

siḥāq. The poems he cites repeatedly encourage the reader to tell them about why it is wrong, either 

from the moral angle elaborated in the poem by Ibn al-Wardī, or the sexual angle elaborated in the 

poems which compare siḥāq unfavourably to male-female penetrative intercourse, constructed as 

ontologically more capable of providing women with pleasure than siḥāq. In anecdotes, we see this 

demand to intervene taken one step further: men are seen actively attempting to reorient women’s 

sexual desires, in one instance by talking to a committed sāḥiqah, but in the second by violently 

reordering the sexual act from siḥāq to nayk and asserting a kind of heterosexual supremacy over 

siḥāq. Across this chapter, we see the moral demand concerning siḥāq placed not on women but on 

men, including on the male reader, to engage in sexual intercourse with women, to show them the 

supremacy of nayk over siḥāq through intercourse. That the moral demand is so squarely centred on 
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men is entirely unsurprising, given both the intended demographic of the readership as discussed 

above, and the misogynistic portrayal of women across these compilations, a portrayal that defines 

women as ontologically incapable of controlling their own shahwah, as requiring men to extend their 

emotional and sexual control over them. This then bleeds into the comparative portrayal of siḥāq as 

less significant than liwāṭ: it represents, for Ibn Abī Ḥajalah, a much less shocking outcome, 

considering that, without access to penetration, he sees it as inevitable that women would turn to siḥāq 

to satisfy their sexual desire.  

 In the final two sections of this chapter, I first explored the question of the historicity of Ibn 

Abī Ḥajalah’s moral outrage against same-sex sexuality and women’s hypersexuality, both of which 

he decries as a problem of the era. Here, I argued that, whilst the compilations were written in a time 

and intellectual culture in which sexual vice was being linked to such problems as the spread of 

plague, the compilations themselves resist clear historicization and do not provide us with a window 

into the outside world. Finally, I analysed the use of mujūn and obscene anecdotes and poems, which 

are particularly prevalent in Dīwān al-ṣabābah and Nihāyat, practically absent from Rawḍat and only 

very fleetingly cited in al-Wāḍiḥ and Manāzil. Here, I argued that the compilers draw on at times 

extreme or lurid accounts of human sexuality to remind the reader of the potentially perilous and 

immoral actions or consequences to which they might become subject if they become afflicted by 

ʿishq, and to inspire the reader to stick firmly to the moral norms elaborated across the text. In many 

ways, this forms an extension of the argument made in 1.4: here, the reader is reminded that they are 

subject to the perils associated with ʿishq of all kinds, not just the spectre of liwāṭ, itself only one of 

many potentially perilous consequences to the experience of ʿishq.  

The compilations approached the question of same-sex love from different angles and with 

different concerns. None of the compilers allowed people to engage in same-sex sexual intercourse or 

make their relationship licit through some kind of union, and, as I argued in the third chapter, it would 

be perhaps naïve to imagine they could do so. Yet, despite this prohibition on intercourse, several 

compilers still venerated and praised those lovers who kept tight to the boundaries of ʿiffah laid out 

across each of the compilations. However, even here there were differences of outlook, given Ibn 

Qayyim al-Jawziyyah’s distinctively unsympathetic reading of the death of Ibn Dāwūd.  
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The source material was one of the central differences between the various compilations. 

Often, this has been described as a difference between two traditions, the religious and the belletristic, 

returning us to the same binarized division outlined earlier.771 Yet these compilations, and the ideas 

espoused within them, resist easy categorisation. Rawḍat draws heavily on the religious tradition, but 

also includes a great fund of literary materials, although all of these literary sources are highly 

idealised and demonstrate characters living chastely; unlike Ibn Abī Ḥajalah or al-Nuwayrī, the other 

compilers who drew heavily on religious ideas and discourses, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah nowhere 

includes any obscene material. Neither al-Ḥalabī nor Mughulṭāy dwelt for any great length on 

prohibited love or illicit fornication, yet both did draw on some religious sources as evidence for their 

propositions. The differences in source material, quite obviously, led to a difference in thematic 

approach and moral tone. Yet even here there are surprising similarities. Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 

and al-Ḥalabī’s works are much more obviously influenced by an abstemiously chaste and idealised 

vision of love than, say, Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s relatively frank depiction of siḥāq. However, Rawḍat and 

Manāzil are perhaps the most dissimilar in terms of the actual sources and subjects they cite. In other 

words, the compilations draw from all sorts of different sources of material, and articulate their ideas 

in different ways, yet none of them easily fit into a binarized notion of religious or belletristic 

“cultural strands”.    

It is worth making a case here that, whilst it contains the least amount of material relevant to 

the study of same-sex love out of any of the compilations, Manāzil is perhaps the most singular of 

these compilations in both its use of its source material and its moral outlook. As is clear, the other 

compilers are much more explicitly tied to the religious and juridical tradition, often articulating 

anecdotes and poems through their relationship to that religious discourse. Al-Ḥalabī draws primarily 

on the idealised, chaste and literary tradition as the inspiration for his ideas, and uses the figures that 

derive from that tradition as his primary moral examples, rather than dwell on either the religious or 

the overtly sexual.  

 
771 See e.g. Grūndler 2004; Giffen 1971, 118. 
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Turning to al-Ḥalabī’s moral outlook on love, this too is different. Balda-Tillier suggested 

that Mughulṭāy was particularly innovative because of his unusually positive spiritual vision of 

love.772 In 3.3, I suggested that her reading of his compilation was exaggerated and that his emphasis 

on love-shahādah was, in many ways, focused on the deferral of pleasure in this world and the 

embrace of death. For al-Ḥalabī, by contrast, the moral vision could not be more different. By far the 

majority of his work is focused on intercession, and placing the moral burden on onlookers to help 

lovers overcome their situations, rather than asking them to accept it; I briefly mentioned intercession 

in the third chapter, and noted that, for obvious reasons, we find very few anecdotes in which 

characters intercede to bring same-sex lovers together. Whilst it is true that al-Ḥalabī includes no 

stories of interceding to aid same-sex lovers,773 the majority of his compilation is given over to 

insisting on the virtue of interceding to bring lovers together. We find similar arguments made, 

particularly by Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah and, to a lesser extent, Mughulṭāy, but it is in Manāzil that 

this theme reaches its apex and receives its most varied and wide-ranging treatment. This is a practical 

approach to love, an approach which emphasises overcoming whatever barriers stand between lovers, 

and which seeks to allow lovers to reach the happy ending to their story. Of course, when it comes to 

the subject of this thesis, al-Ḥalabī’s positive vision of intercession is unable to overcome the 

“ontological barriers” that prohibit and impede same-sex lovers being together.  

This leads us to the broader question of where this research might lead, beyond a detailed 

study of al-Ḥalabī’s ideas. As I noted across this thesis, these compilations are but one strand of a 

broader intellectual culture which was thinking and writing about love, morality, sex and sexuality. 

There are two potential avenues of enquiry here: (i) exploring the development of this moral 

tradition’s approach to same-sex relations as it continued into the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and 

(ii) setting the compilations within their own literary context.  

In studying the development and reception of these ideas within the love theory tradition, the 

obvious texts to explore would be al-Anṭākī’s sixteenth century Tazyīn al-aswāq bi-tafṣīl ashwāq al-

 
772 Balda-Tillier 2022, 181.  
773 He does, however, include stories of cross-dressing and gender ambivalence in this section, which although 

beyond the boundaries of this study, form the core of an article in preparation. 
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ʿushshāq and the earlier al-Biqāʿī’s Aswāq al-ashwāq fī maṣāriʿ al-ʿushshāq, both of which built 

considerably on Dīwān al-ṣabābah and claimed al-Ḥalabī and Mughulṭāy as influences.774 Likewise, 

it might be interesting to compare their approaches to the fourteenth, fifteenth and sixteenth century 

erotological tradition, using works like that of al-Suyūtī analysed by Myrne,775 to explore the moral 

outlook on same-sex love as it is presented in a very obviously related genre.   

However, a more urgent approach would be to situate these texts and their moral discussions 

of same-sex desire into their own context to better understand the emotional culture into which these 

texts are making interventions and in which they are being read. A profitable line of enquiry might 

draw from other genres to think through how different traditions approached the moral questions that 

emerge from same-sex love and desire. There are several different works and traditions that might be 

appropriate comparative texts or works which allow us to see the development of this tradition. To 

begin with, there are two obvious genres that would provide useful comparative readings. The 

idealised and chaste tradition on which these texts are built might be usefully compared with the 

obscene and mujūn tradition that continued to be popular through, for example, the plays and poetry 

of Ibn Dāniyāl; given Zargar’s reading of this tradition as one that offers its own kind of “moral 

correctivity”, and Balda-Tillier’s previous comparisons between the ʿudhrī traditions seen in these 

texts and the mujūn traditions, a comparison of this type might ask how these traditions relate to each 

other and could even operate as two sides of the same coin.776 Likewise, we might profitably read 

these compilations against material from contemporaneously popular storytelling traditions like the 

1001 Nights.777 

A fuller analysis of these works would also look into the compilers’ use of poetry, focusing 

on (i) their citation practices (i.e. which poets were cited and from when)778 and (ii) how the poetry 

being cited in these texts compares with the kinds of poetry that was being produced and read in wider 

literary culture in fourteenth-century Cairo and Damascus. Of course, al-Ṣafadī’s al-Ḥusn al-malīḥ fī 

 
774 Giffen 1971, 41–5.  
775 Myrne 2018a.  
776 Zargar 2006; Balda-Tillier 2014b.  
777 See e.g. Amer 2008; Antrim 2020. 
778 Gründler 2009 discusses Ibn Abī Ḥajalah’s citation of more recent poetry (and anecdotes) as compared with 

the other compilers, who largely cite poetry from the Umayyad and ʿAbbāsid periods.  
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miʾat malīḥ (Pure Beauty: On One Hundred Handsome Lads) contains a considerable corpus of 

poems extolling love and desire for the beautiful youth and, as I mentioned in the Introduction, the 

compilers themselves also produced poetry on the theme. To gain a full appreciation of the moral 

considerations of sexuality and desire in fourteenth-century Cairo and Damascus, a proper assessment 

of this kind of poetry, its representation and imagination of male-male desire, and its relationship to 

the kinds of moral ideas espoused in these works, would be a useful avenue of enquiry.  

Finally, there exist a number of related works from the same period which also explore and 

consider the emotional experience of same-sex sexual desire and love, but from different angles and 

with different generic concerns. There are several important, yet largely unstudied, examples of texts 

which imagine the course of a love affair between men in the period. In al-Ṣafadī’s ʿIbrat al-labīb bi-

athrat al-kaʾīb, for example, the author imaginatively depicts an unhappy love story between a male 

lover and his male beloved, filled with poetic quotations, that seeks to “warn men off” from falling 

into the trap of love (ʿishq).779 This work was itself inspired by another, ʿAlā al-Din al-Ẓāhir’s 

(d.717/1317) Marātiʿ al-ghizlān fī waṣf al-ḥisān wa-l-ghilmān,780 a work in which the romance begins 

more successfully, but nevertheless ends in sorrow and rejection. As Rowson shows, this generic 

tradition continues into the fifteenth century with the writing of Lawʿat al-shākī wa-damʿat al-bākī, a 

similar work that also, in its own way, follows a nominally chaste and tragic love affair.781  

Rowson rejects the notion that the plot in any of these stories is of primary significance, 

focusing instead on the authors’ use of rhetoric;782 yet, these texts are no doubt significant 

contemporary imaginations of same-sex love and desire, set in the society in which these writers and 

our compilers are all living. Whilst the works are modelled on different generic concerns, these kinds 

of texts form an important parallel discourse concerning same-sex love, the demand for ʿiffah, and the 

potential moral (or other) dilemmas which it can lead to. Through a clear and detailed analysis of 

 
779 Rowson 2010, 236; Rowson suggests here that the trap is not specifically same-sex love, an argument that 

would be of interest in future research on the work, considering some of the findings of this thesis.  
780 The work is also cited in a different section of al-Nuwayrī’s Nihāyat (Rowson 2010, 237), which allows for 

an analysis of differences in his representation of sexuality; see Muhanna 2018 73–9.  
781 Lawʿat was studied in comparison to Ibn Dāniyāl’s plays in Rowson 1997, a comparison which demonstrates 

that all of these works might profitably be read alongside each other in a bigger future project.  
782 Rowson 2010, 237–8.  
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these parallel approaches to the imagination and representation of same-sex love we might be able to 

understand in better terms how the various moral ideas articulated in these compilations were 

received, taken up or shared across wider literary society. A detailed study of these texts, and others 

similar, would be a very welcome addition to the study of morality with regard to same-sex love in 

this period, and this particular line of enquiry forms the core of my next avenue of study after the 

submission of this thesis.  

In other words, this thesis is a contribution to several much broader fields of academic study, 

which will help to shed light on how different scholars and writers from the pre-modern Arab-Islamic 

world thought about same-sex love in moral terms, and how they thought about those who 

experienced same-sex love. The findings from this thesis can be used in future avenues of enquiry, 

such as those outlined above, to understand in a wider sense how same-sex love and sexuality were 

understood and imagined by writers in Cairo and Damascus in this period, and how the various 

different moral perspectives outlined by the compilers studied here fitted into a broader discourse 

concerning love, sex and morality.  
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