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Autobiography in Medieval Arabic Literature 

A R I E SCHIPPERS 

A great deal has been published on the subject of autobiography in the field of 
comparative literature in the last century, not only by some important German theo
rists such as Dilthey' and Misch', or theorists writing in German, such as the Arabist 
Franz Rosenthal^, but also by a literary theorist from the Russian school, Michael 
Bakhtin, who published from the twenties until the mild seventies'*. 

A recent theoretician on the subject of autobiography is Lejeune who wrote a 
book about Le pacte autobiographicju^. He defines the autobiography «as a retrospecti
ve narration in prose, which is told by an existing person about his or her ovim exis
tence, the focus being on personal life, in particular the history of the person's own 
personality"*. By this formal definition Lejeune can distinguish the autobiography 
from related genres such as Memoirs and E)iary. 

In general, there is a consensus in Europe about the Western origin of the auto
biography. It is claimed to appertain exclusively to Western culture. Neumaim says in 
a recent work that the autobigraphy is «a mere European literary genre», «a creation 
of occidental literature"^ According to Gusdorf in one of his articles the autobio
graphy is a modem European phenomenon, if other people thatn Europeans write an 
autobiography, they are «annexed by a mentality that was not theirs»*. But Gusdorf 
puts forward an extreme point of vievir> because he argues that even Augustine's Con-

' Cf. WUhelm Dilthey, »Das Erleben und die Selbstbiographie* in Giinther Niggl, Die Autobio
graphic zu Form und Ceschichte einer Uterarischen Gattung, Darmstadt (Wissenschaftliche Buchgesells-
chaft), 1989, pp. 21-39. 

• Georg Misch, Ceschichte der Autobiographie, Vols. I-VI, Frankfurt am Main, 1907-69. 
^ Franz Rosenthal, "Die arabische Autobiographie», in: Analecta Orientatia, 14, pp. 1-40. 
' [ made use of the Spanish edition of Michael Bachtin's Khudozhestvennaia titeratura: Mijail Baj-

tin, Teoria y Estetica de la Ncvela. Trabajos de investigacion, traduccion de Helena S. Kriukova y Vicente 
Cazcarra, Madrid (Taurus), 1989. 

' Philippe Lejeune, Le pacte autobiograpque, Paris, 1975. 
' Op. cit.. p. 14. 
' Bemd Neumann, Identitat und Roilenzwang. Zur Theorie der Autobiographie, Frankfurt am Main, 

1470, p. 109. 
' G. Gusdorf, «De Tautobiographie initiatique i rautobiographie genre litteraire» in Revue d'hif-

:,'in' litteraire de la France, (1975), pp. 957-994. 
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' fessiones must be considered to fall outside the genre of autobiography, while other 
theorists such as Spengemann regard Augustine one of the first and best examples i^i 
tfiis genre'. 

When dealing with medieval Arabic autobiography, we of course deny the ciaim> 
that autobiography is only a European genre and that it did not exist before-modern 
times. (By the way, we also deny that present-day Arabs are unable to reflect upon the 
phenoumenon of (auto-) biography, because we can refer to the monography by Ihsan 
'Abbas which deals with topic in a comparative perspective)'". 

Moreover, with Bakhtin we recognize that examples of biography and autobio 
graphy can be found in Antiquity". With Rosenthal we agree that when writing aut(>-
biographies, the Arabs are largely indebted to the Classical tradition, to which both 
they and the Europeans are legitimate successors'^. 

Of course our definition of autobiography in medieval Arabic literature shouM 
not be widened too much, since stories in the first person are prevalent in Arabic ston 
telling. These stories are told by people who appear to have been personally involvl^i 
in order to confer greater authenticity. Not all the stories told in e.g. Tanukhi's collev 
rions or the Kitab al-Aghani are autobiographical. So we have to stick to the definition 
of autobiography as "retrospective narrations in prose, told by an existing person 
about his or her own existence". 

Unlike the modem theorists quoted above, one of the greatest scholars in the field 
of autobiography, Georg Misch, was less Euro-centric and less focussed on modern 
times only. His large body of work covered both Antiquity and Arabic and Western 
Middle Ages and .Modem times. The greatest collector of autobiographic work.s 
Misch, is introduced by the following words of a recent writer about biography and 
autobiography, the Italian Andrea Battistini, with the foUowings words'^: 

., «lt is not by chance that the biggest survey on the autobiography has been made 
by a pupil of Dilthey, namely Georg Misch, who continued this labour on autobio
graphy until his death. He started it in 1904 after a call by the Berlin Academy to have 
a concourse on the subject. 

Although the tide of his work promises a History of Biography, from Ancient 
Egyptian civilization until the 19th century, in reality the historical dimension gets 
lost, destroyed by theoretical Research about how man acquires consciousness of him
self, independently from the from in which this knowledge about himself becomes 
realized. And this cuts ofî  any possibility of specific treatment of the literary aspect, 
because he made no distinction between autobiography in the proper sense and any 
other kind of literary composition in which the author speaks of himself, a distinction 
justified by an universal, innate wish to revisit his own Life». 

Misch's work also dealt with Medieval Arabic literature. In his third volume he 
deals with autobiographie works by Usamah ibn Munqidh, Ibn Sina, Ibn al-Muqaffa'. 

' William C, Spengemann, The Forms of Autobiography. Episodes in the History of a Literary Genre. New Haven/London, 1980 (see chapter 1). 
'» Cf. Ihsan 'Abbas, Fann al-sirah, Beirut, 1975. 
" Cf. Bajtin, o;;. «(., pp. 282 ff. 
'• Cf. Rosenthal, quoted in note 3. 
" Cf. Andrea Battistini, Lo specchio di Dedalo, Bologna (Milino), 1990, p. 129. 
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Al-Ghazzah, Abu-1-Haytham, and others. Every autobiographer constitutes a different 
type such as the warrior, the scientist, or the religious sectarian who gets real insight 
into religious knowledge. The volume about Arabic literature appeared in the fifties \ 
and was revised by A. Dietrich'*. 

Franz RosewhaTs article «Die arabische Autobiographie» gives some medieval ! 
examples of autobiographies. He argues that the Arabs have been inspired by Greek ! 
examples as two autobiographic works by Galen about His books and The succession of 
his books clearly demonstrate because of their influence on Husayn ibn Ishaq (9th cen
tury) who even uses the Alexandrian calendar''. 

In what respect is Bakhtin's distinction useful for carrying out a proper classifi
cation of the above-mentioned autobiographic works into categories? 

According to Bakhtin, a series of very important (auto-) biographical forms exis
ted in Antiquity, which have exercised an enormous inlfuence not only on the evolu
tion of the European novel in general. 

Bakhtin says: «In Classical Greece, we have discovered two types of (auto) bio
graphy. We call the first type the Platonic type conventionally, since it found its most 
clear expression in time sequence in the works of Plato such as the Apolog]/ of Socrates 
and Phaidon. This type of autobiographical coixsdousness of man is linked with strict 
forms of mythologic metamorphosis. It is based upon the chronotopos «the path of life 
of the one who looks for true knowledge"'*. 

The life of this seeker is subdivided into penods or stages which are strictly deli
mited. His quest moves from being sure of himself due to ignorance, via self critidsm 
and scepticism and self consciousness, towards authentic knowledge (mathematics 
or music). 

The Platonic time scheme of the seeker becomes more complicated in the Roman-
Hellenistic period due to some very important elements: the seeker's passage through 
a series of philosophic schools, \\'hich he experiences; and the orientation of the tem
poral segments of his Life towards his ov/n works (Cf. Galen). 

In the Platonic scheme the moment of crisis and being rebom also exists (the 
words of the oracle act as a turning point in the life of Socrates). The specific character 
of the seeker is, however, more clearly revealed by comparing it with the analogous 
scheme of the path of elevation of the soul towards the contemplation of ideas (like 
Plato's Sxpnposium or Banquet and Phaedrus)». '[ 

The rhetorical autobiography constitutes the second Greek type. The form of the 
encomium (praise) determined the appearance of the first andent autobiography 
namely the discourse in the defense on himself by Isocrates". 

Bakhtin's scheme is valuable for Arabic literature. If we take into consideration 
the above-mentioned biographic books, we can now easily see that al-Ghazzali's'" 

'̂  See above, note 2; Arabic literature is dealt with in the third volume 
'5 See above, note 3. 
" Cf. Bajtin, op. cit., p. 283. 
" Cf. Bajtin, op. cit., p. 289. 
'* Also dealt with by Misch, see above note 2. 



work consists of the Platonic path of life, man's progress towards hnowledge. Ibn 
• Sina's" so-caUed autobiography, too, is nothing but a Platonic way to come to know
ledge. On the other hand we list a biography such as that of Usamah ibn Munqidh^ 
as a self glorification and self defense, thus a rhetorical autobiography. Bakhtin would 
call Usamah's Kitab al-Vtibar also an analytic biography. 

One of the types of rhetorical (auto-) biography is the analytic (auto-) biography. 
This is based upon a scheme with predse domains, hietween which all the biographi
cal material is divided: sodal life, family life, attitude in war fare, relationship with 
friends, proverbs which are worthy of being learned by heart, virtues vices, the out
ward appearance of the person, his habits. 

Usamah's Kitab al-l'tibar is roughly divided according to his favourite topics. Its 
chapters are not arranged according to chronology, but according to subjects which 
interest him. 

Several chapters are devoted to warfare, wild animals, fights with lions and hun
ting parties. A well-known part in this autobiography is also the description of the 
often Barbarous manners of the franks, their lack in jealousy, their conduct with their 
women, their lack of knowledge in medicine. 

In addition Usamah mentions stories which he liked very much such as a storv-
about a necklace, which he seems to believe although the story is very improbable. Hi> 
also writes about foretelling dreams and medical wisdom. 

According to modern standards, at least those of Kratdikovsky and Khalidov. 
Usamah does not reveal his hrue feelings very much in his Kitab al-Vtibar. For thest.-
felings we should rather turn ourselves to Usamah's Kitab al-Manazil wa-l-Diyar, an 
anthology on the theme of weeping over the remnants of the encampment^'. This ant
hology was composed by Usamah because of the earthquake in the year 1156. He lost 
his family members who were present in Shayzar, his native town, and died under its 
ruins while attending a party. So he collected love poetry because the theme of wee
ping over the excampment reminded him of this catastrophe in his Ufe .̂ 

«1 was moved to compose this volume by the destruction which has overcome my 
country and my birth-place. For Time has spread the hem of its robe over it and is stri
ving with all its might and powe to annihilate it ...All the villages have been levelled 
to the ground; all the inhabitants have perished; the dwelling has become but a trace, 
and joys have been transformed into sorrows and misfortunes. I stopped there after 
the earthquake which destroyed it... and I did not find my house, nor the house of my 
father and brothers, nor the houses of my uncles and my uncle's sons, nor of my dan. 
Sorely troubled I called upon God in the great trial which He had sent me and becau
se He had taken away the favours which He had formerly bestowed upon me. Then I 

" Dimitri Gutas, Avicenna and the Aristotelian Tradition. Introduction to reading Avicenna's philosop
hical works. Leiden (E. J. BriU), 1988, pp. 22 ff. See also Remke Kruk's review in Bior 47, (1990), pp. 821-
824. 

™ Also dealt with by .Misch; Usamah's Kitab al-l'tibar has been translated by Philip Hitti, Memoirs 
of an Arab-Syrian gentleman or an Arab knight in the crusades, London, 1964. 

-' Cf. Usamah ibn Munqidh, Al-Manazil wa-l-diyar, ed. Mustafa Hijazi, Cairo 1968/1387; prefa
ce by Khalidov on pp. 55-57. Cf. I. Y. Kratchkovsky, Among Arabic Manuscripts, Memories of Libraries and 
men. transl. from the Russian by Tatiana Minorsky, Leiden (E. J. Brill), 1953, pp. 80-85. 

- Cf. ,-\l-Manazil, pp. 3, 4; Kratchkovsky, pp. 83, 84. 
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departed... trembling as I went and staggering as through weighed down bv .i hi-.>% v 
load. So great was the loss that the swiftly flowing tears dried up, and sigh.s (olUiw,-.! 
each other and straightened the cursvahire of the ribs. The malice of Time did not >ti •(> 
nt the destruction of the houses and the annihilation of the inhabitants, but they .ill 
perished in the twinkling of an eye and even quicker, and then calamity followixl 
upon calamity from that time onwards. And I sought consolation in composing thi.s 
book and made it into lament for the home and the beloved ones. This will be of no 
avail and will bring no comfort, but it is the utmost which I can do. And to God -the 
Glorious and Great- I complain of my solitude, bereft of my family and brothers, 1 
complain of my wanderings in alien lands, bereft of country and bithplace...». 

In conclusion, I would like to consider a famous medieval Arabic autobiography 
namely 'Abdallah the Ziride's Kitab al-Tibyan which was discovered too late to be 
incorporated into Misch or Rosenthal's studies. I will focus on some passages of self 
defense and those in which the prince reasons wath himself privately. 

The author of the Tibyan 'an al-hadithah al-ka 'inah bi-dawlat Bani Ziri fi Ghamatah^ 
l«An Exposition of the Downfall of the Zirid Dynasty in Granada»] has drawn the ins
piration for his autobiography and political history of his dynasty fiom the tiagic end 
of that dynasty. In the year 1091 he was deposed by Yusuf ibrwTashufin, the Almora-
vid king who conquered Muslim Spain four years after his intervention at the battle of 
al-Zallaqa. In his book he deals with the rise of his dynasty after the dispersion of the 
Umayyad caliphate and the power of the Amirid dynasty. He describes how his great \ 
uncle Zawi ibn Ziri came to power in the surroundings of Elvira, where he made the 
lewish city of Granada his capital because of its situation on a mountain, he describes 
the history of Ziri's nephew and successor Habus, and his son king Badis, who was 
grandfather and predecessor of 'Abd Allah, the author of these Memoirs. The auto
biography relates many details of political events in which the Christian king Alfonso } 
and the Arabian kings of Seville were involved as fierce enemies, but also describes 
internal intrigues at the author's court among his own Berber dan or those of the 
Jewish viziers who had a prominent place at court because of thier knowledge of Ara
bic, a language frequentiy not spoken or understood by Berbers. But 'Abd Allah, the 
fourth and last king of the Granadian dynasty had a good education. At the end of his 
book he gives good evidence of this by listing some of his preferences and insights. 

What is the purpose of his so-called autobiography? The main purpose of the 
book is to represent the truth of his political situation. It is a kind of retrospective jus
tification of his behaviour towards the Almoravid amir and die other Andalusian 
kmgs. Amin Tibi -who translated the Memoirs into English with a preface of his own-
already pointed out the fact thai 'Abd Allah tries to play dow bad relationships bet
ween members of his dan, and between Andalusian kings. So for example he says^*: 
"Not everyone is aware of the real hruth of tiie matter as I describe it. [ ] After Ibn 
' Ammar's departure, there was no trouble between myself and al-Mu'tamid; his beha
viour towards me was correct as was mine towards him. We concluded a new treaty 
I 1. External danger threatened our countries from the Christians. The peril was one to 
which all of us were equally exposed. Although weakness prevented us fiom helping 

-' Cf. Amin T. Tibi, ed.. The Tibyan, Memoirs of 'Abd Allah b. Buluggin, last Zirid amir of Granada. 
I .L-iden (E. |. Brill), 1986. 'Abd Allah ibn Zin, Kitab al-Tibyan, ed. Evariste L6vi-Proven(;al, Cairo 1<J.S6. 

-̂  Transl. Amin Tibi, p. 97. 
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us one another, we used to exchange advice and views and warn one another again* 
dangers which might not have been apparent to one or the other and so forth». 

The author excuses himself for his omissioiis by saying: «In my account of variou* 
events in al-Andalus which are common knowledge, I shall try to avoid giving the di( 
ferent versions [ ], 1 shall be content with the version which is reasonable and leave out 
exaggerated and dubious accounts». In this respect the author differs from the late hi* 
torians who always try to indude every versions of certain events, often v^rithout givinj^ 
any indication as to which version of ihe events they consider most worthwhile. 

He continues by saying about events which he himself witnessed: «Whenever I 
describe an event which took place in my kingdom and which 1 embarked upon CT 
witnessed, I shall describe it at length and shall treat it in detail; 1 shall reveal the fait> 
behind the scenes as well as the underlying motives, however subtle». 

The arrival of the Almoravids is the turning point in his political career. 'AK! 
Allah begins this chapter of his life as follows: "Everything went very well indeed ani! 
I attained the limits of my aspirations until the Almoravid business came up.». All thi« 
is linked with Toledo's seizure by Alfonso. The king 'Abd Allah describes his state oi 
mind as if he had welcomed Yusuf ibn Tashfin's arrival. He says about this: «I thoughi 
his arrival in Al-Andalus a blessing from God which was particularly imp>ortant foi 
me, especially in view of our bloodrelationship (al-qarabah) and of wide spread report* 
of their good deeds, their zeal for the hereafter and their justice. 1, therefore, decidevi 
to devote my life and property to the cause of the jihad by taking my place at his side-

However, the amir (Yusuf ibn Tashfin] treats him however with kindness. But hr 
has to hand over all his riches and even his favourite slavegirl and has to swear ti' 
Garur lYusuf ibn Tashfin's official] not ot keep any treasures buried in the ground 
Throughout all these events, his affection for his mother appears clearly, from whom 
he cannot remain separated for long. His mother also complains about losin their 
wealth. «Dealh is easier than to bear poverty». After this episode the author is banis
hed to Morocco where he has to wait in Meknes for the amir in the company of Geni-
ral Sir. 

• The prince 'Abd Allah who is finally exiled to Aghmat is loyal towards the amir 
of the Muslims. He says: «1 have attained all my hopes even though 1 can have no furt 
her hopes for the future. [...] Everything has a prescribed span which must inevitably 

} abandon through death during ones life time. To be deprived of station and posses-
• sions in one's lifetime is better than death in an insurrection or by drowning. [...) It 
> may well make him think of the loss of his possessions as something which he never 
; acquired, a loss resulting from some disaster which has befallen him at an appointed 
• time. He may well then, Vkdth God's help, give precedence to contemplation of his soul, 

before death and the coming of Fate. It is God's help which must be sought!». 

In the twelfth chapter 'Abd Allah wants to speak about his poetry. Unfortunately 
this poetry has not come down to us. About his poetry he says the follovring: «1 never 

1 practised poehy as a profession, nor was I concerned to be a poet. 1 merely wrote 
poehy as a hobby and for the purpose of describing at some length things which 1 wis
hed to describe. I would sometimes work on one or two verses for several days during 
which 1 would concentratre and whet my thoughts. Finally, after much effort, my 
talent would respond with difficulty. It was as if my efforts had produced something 
odd out of its natural context. My secretaries used to recite these verses at pleasure 
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parties. In this way I would while away the time in my leisure hours as kings are wont 

to do in their pastimes». 

At the end 'Abd Allah devotes some prose passages to problems of general inte
rest, such as the influence of the stars on his life (his horoscope) and the problem of 
drinking wine. In general his horospoce has indicated most of the things he has expe
rienced thus far in life, such as his misfortune, his having offspring in later life, and it 
was also foretold that he would eschew all that is forbidden by God's law. Interesting 
IS the passage in which 'Abd AUah enumerates the disavantages of drinking [and 
eating) too much, a vice of which most kings of al-Andalus were culpable. He quotes 
many proverbs and saying by philosophers and thinkers, about good health and other 
things which are important in life. Those sayings look as a wasiyyah [«testamentary 
Jisposition»], although the king at that time must have been orJy forty. They are put 
Ml the mouth of Greek and Arabic thinkers. It is also common practice in Western bio-
.;raphic literature to use these sayings. For example, 1 remember Machiavelli's Vita di 
Cnstruccio Castracani which ends in the same way wnth saying which are taken from 
vv'orks by Diogenes Laertius. 

The self defense by 'Abdallah ibn Ziri shows that an autobiographic work such 
.IS this is not isolated from its dvUian and political context. 

Accordingly Bakhtin is of the opinion that it was in the public square, the agora, 
tiiat the autobiographic consciousness was revealed and crystallized for the first time. 
Civilian life, originally, was lived in public. In later tiimes, public unity weakened. 
liakhtin's scheme is meant to demonsfrate a development in biography and autobio-
i;raphy from the public towards the private sphere: he wants to show that in Classical 
times the new forms of autobiographic expression had not yet been developed nor had 
individual or solitary consdousness. 

Modifications where therefore needed, one of the first modification being the iro

nic, satyric, and satumalian representation. 

It is difficult to say whether in Arabic literature -a post-Classical and even post-
Hellenistic literature- a development towards individual or solitary consdousness has 
already taken place. Perhaps the public forms and the solitary forms as well as the 
satyric representation of the self are forms that coexist in Classical Arabic literature 
.md perhaps even in Modem literature, where the public form of autobiography still 
exists. Salamah Musa's Ha'ula'i 'allamu-ni and his tarbiyati, which are also mentioned 
in a recent article by Stoetzer on Autobiography, still look wery much like a path of 
learning, the history of someone's education, the Platonic type of an autobiography, 
which is a form of rendering an account in public^. 

Having paid suffident attention to the public autobiographic, we v»all leave the 
solitary consdence and the satumalian consdousness for another occasion. 

-'' Cf. Willem Stoetzer, ••De persoonlijke noot in de Arabische Uteratuur, vooibttUU* tm »>!>»••»« 
).i.ir autobiograische aantekeningenx, in Mineke Schipper & Peter Schmitz, eds, ft w •••*"• 'Mri •• 
XT/ific in verschillende culturen, Baam, 1991, pp. 181-194. 
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