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INTRODUCTION


I


Women’s Poetry


Classical Poems by Arab Women takes a new look at classical Arab poetry and differs from the standard perception of Arab poetry in three ways. Firstly, it pushes back the starting date from 500 CE to 4000 BCE. Secondly, it tells the story of Arab poetry through women’s eyes. Thirdly, it shows sharply focused snaps of the world of men lensed by women.


The standard history of classical Arab poetry begins and ends with a man, with the odd woman thrown in, who is either tearing her eyes out over the dead or tantalizing men’s desire with song and lute. Women poets appear as incidentals and the biographical dictionaries devote minimal space to them, in spite of the fact that their contribution to the growth of the literary tradition is as significant as that of the men.


Women poets have been around since the earliest times, yet their diwans (collected poems) were not given the same attention as the men’s, even though the women poets may have been princesses, noblewomen or saints. Apart from Khansa’s diwan, no other diwans by women have yet appeared. A number of anthologies of women’s poems were edited in the Abbasid and later periods, but only two or three anthologies have been published, though in mutilated form. Contemporary editors, unlike the openminded classical anthologists, some of whom were respected theologians such as Suyuti (1445–1505), assumed the role of society’s moral guardians and abused the integrity of the texts.


II


The Veiling and Walling of Women


Arab society had a relaxed approach to sex. In the Jahiliyya period a woman had complete freedom to marry or go with any man of her choice. Although polygamy was practiced, it was up to the woman to agree to join a polygamous household, and if she was not happy with her husband’s treatment she had the right to divorce him at will. Also, a woman could have as many boyfriends as she liked, and if she bore a child, she was the one who decided whom to name as the father, and the man concerned had to accept his paternal responsibility, even if he was not the biological father. On the other hand, if a brothel woman conceived, it was left to the client to acknowledge the paternity of the child since he had paid for her services. Similarly, the child of a concubine was legitimized only after the master’s paternal acknowledgement.


After the establishment of Islam, the women’s privileges were transferred to the men. The process of women containment was started by the Prophet Muhammad, who invariably invoked Allah for revelationary support to justify his hold on women. His constant recourse to revelationary back up provoked his wife Aa’isha to tease him: ‘Your Lord is always on call to endorse your whims.’ But as women in early Islam were still imbued with the Jahili free spirit, the Prophet could not fully put the stopper on women’s free will.


In Umayyad and Abbasid societies men and women mixed freely in mosques, taverns, markets, streets and their own homes. Lovers met openly in their favourite haunts, and society ladies drew both sexes to their salons. The Prophet’s great–granddaughter Sukaina bint al-Husain (d. 735) and Aa’isha bint Talha (d. 719) vied with each other in attracting to their salons the leading poets, composers, singers, scholars and pleasure seekers of their day. Sukaina and Aa’isha even defied their jealous husbands by refusing to wear the veil, saying Allah had made them beautiful for all to see. The husbands divorced Sukaina and Aa’isha, who married again without having the veil forced upon them.


Umayyad and Abbasid men were not stuck up about their womenfolk’s sexual needs. When Ulayya bint Al–Mahdi expressed her love for some of her slaves and was gossiped about, her brother the Caliph Harun Arrashid (766–809) chastised her for not being discreet about her love affairs and forbade her for a while to mention the names of her slave lovers in her poems. Further, Ulayya’s father, the Caliph Mahdi (744–785), used his wife, Khaizaran, to procure for him the wives of his officials and beneficiaries in order to deprive his followers of their honour and break their will. Mahdi’s husbandbreaking policy is called diyatha, and is still flourishing in the Arab world as a politically effective taming tool.


By the end of the Abbasid period women had almost lost their freedom. And after Tamerlane’s sacking of Damascus and the rape of the Damascene women by his hordes in the mosques in the presence of their menfolk in 1400, the need to protect women became urgent. In consequence, women lost their freedom and their world was finally veiled and walled off by their menfolk. The veiling and walling of the women pleased Arab rulers as it neutralized half of Arab society and made it easier for them to sheep the other, male half.


In al-Andalus it was a different story. Since al-Andalus was separated from Mecca, Medina, Jerusalem and Baghdad by the Mediterranean Sea, any attempt by these centres to shout down Andalusian women with religiopolitical bigotry was drowned in the Mediterranean waters. As a result the Andalusian women disregarded socioreligious taboos and asserted their independence by living their lives as they pleased and writing openly about their own world. In many ways the Andalusian women retained the free spirit of the Jahili women.
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