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Abstract

The early Abbasid period, with its profound social, political, and intellectual transformations, provided an unprecedented
context for the emergence of two contrasting ascetic discourses. Abu al-Atahiya and Abu Nuwas each reflected this
phenomenon in their poetry in distinct ways and from different perspectives. Employing a comparative approach, this study
investigates the fundamental differences between the ascetic poetry (zuhdiyyat) of these two poets—among the most
prominent representatives of ascetic poetry during the first Abbasid era—through four principal dimensions: individual and
social motivations, intellectual and cultural origins, themes and content, and stylistic and literary characteristics. The findings
indicate that the asceticism of Abu al-Atahiya, rather than originating primarily from internal psychological factors, was
rooted in social and intellectual influences and gradually evolved into an ethical-educational school grounded in Qur’anic
intertextuality and influenced by Manichaean and Buddhist teachings, without compromising its Islamic foundation.
Through a prose-like, didactic, and straightforward style, free from conventional rhetorical complexities, he portrays a bleak
and pessimistic image of the world, placing death at the center of his ascetic discourse. In contrast, the asceticism of Abu
Nuwas is predominantly motivated by psychological and internal factors and manifests itself in the emotional contradiction
between a libertine past and attachment to worldly pleasures on the one hand, and a profound fear of death, divine judgment,
and a desire for forgiveness on the other. His repentance emerges as an inevitable consequence of physical decline in the
final years of his life; nevertheless, it remains sincere and imbued with hope for divine mercy. Despite being informed by
deep religious knowledge, his penitential discourse follows an optimistic and supplicatory approach rather than one based
solely on warning and intimidation. Ultimately, the study demonstrates that although both poets share a focus on death, the
transience of worldly life, and reliance on the Islamic heritage of the Qur’an and Prophetic tradition, the discourse of ascetic
poetry in the Abbasid era constituted a conscious response to the immense transformations and intellectual-social crises of
the period rather than a mere reflection of traditional preaching. This ascetic discourse exhibits a fundamental qualitative
distinction rooted in differences in origin, motivation, thematic treatment, and expressive style, thereby moving beyond a
purely descriptive reading toward a structural-critical analysis.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The early Abbasid period constituted one of

the most dynamic and contradictory phases in
the history of Arabic literary culture, marked by
extensive political consolidation, social
stratification, intellectual pluralism, translation
movements, and intense contact with Persian,
Greek, Indian, Christian, Manichaean, and
Buddhist traditions. Within this atmosphere,
ascetic poetry, or zuhdiyyat, emerged not
merely as a continuation of earlier Islamic
preaching, but as a complex literary, ethical,
and psychological response to the tensions of
Abbasid urban civilization. The lexical
foundation of zuhd denotes aversion,
renunciation, and turning away from what is
perceived as insignificant or transient;
classical Arabic lexicographers define it as the
opposite  of desire and attachment,
emphasizing both the smallness of worldly
things and the inward disposition of
detachment (1-3). In its religious and literary
sense, zuhd does not necessarily mean

monastic withdrawal from life, but rather the

ol 3osm 53 Ll dglesy 1) (S 5 bl s oS il
CaS U sl 555 (65 3 able glacl=lo 4 ol Oluaj
Solo 5 bl 5 oli o3 5 ol (S (035 ol ple
Sl O Gl g pmas S 5 analiall pl Sl ool (35,10
Llale (5580 53 5 2 2me Sline 4 o Odedd s
) il bl ol wig slas 5 1SS ey el bl
b sl s Slay Ges (ible Calus s sl Slaag
Job s andlas 2550 a0 ms 53 a Cnla Ol 3 pus amis S
Ayls 1y
purification of the heart from enslavement to
worldly pleasure, wealth, pride, and illusion.
This distinction is central to Islamic ascetic
thought, which differs from monastic
renunciation by affirming lawful life, social
responsibility, and ethical action while
discouraging excessive attachment to material
existence (4, 5). Against this conceptual
background, the ascetic poetry of Abu al-
Atahiyah and Abu Nuwas becomes an
especially significant field of comparative
inquiry, because both poets lived in the same
Abbasid environment and shared awareness
of death, judgment, and the instability of
worldly life, yet their poetic responses arose
from sharply different motives, temperaments,
intellectual sources, and stylistic strategies.
This study adopts a comparative literary
approach to examine the ascetic discourse of
Abu al-Atahiyah and Abu Nuwas through four
interrelated axes: individual and social
motivations, intellectual and cultural origins,
dominant themes, and stylistic-literary

characteristics. The central problem of the
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study is whether the zuhdiyyat of these two
poets can be regarded as equivalent
manifestations of one ascetic tradition, or
whether they represent qualitatively distinct
poetic and existential experiences. Abu al-
Atahiyah is generally regarded as one of the
most important founders of systematic ascetic
poetry in Arabic literature; his poetry
transformed zuhd into a broad moral, didactic,
and socially communicative discourse (6, 13).
Abu Nuwas, by contrast, is historically famous
for wine poetry, libertine themes, and
celebration of pleasure, yet his late ascetic
poems reveal a deeply conflicted
consciousness marked by repentance, fear,
bodily decline, and hope for divine forgiveness
(9, 17). Thus, the study proceeds from the
assumption that Abu al-Atahiyah’s asceticism
is more stable, socially grounded, and
intellectually organized, whereas Abu Nuwas’s
asceticism is more inward, psychological, and
penitential. At the same time, the comparison
avoids reducing either poet to a simple moral
category, because both experiences reveal
authentic encounters with death, guilt, finitude,
and the divine.

The findings indicate that Abu al-Atahiyah’s
asceticism was shaped by a complex
interaction of social alienation, class
awareness, intellectual exposure, and moral
protest. His early poverty, association with
courtly luxury, awareness of social inequality,
and observation of the contrast between
palace extravagance and popular suffering

contributed to the emergence of a poetic voice

that turned zuhd into an implicit critique of
Abbasid materialism (5, 8). His poetry does not
merely preach personal renunciation; rather, it
exposes the moral emptiness of wealth,
power, youth, and social pride. In this sense,
his ascetic discourse functions as an ethical
rebellion against an unjust order. Moreover,
Abu al-Atahiyah’s thought was nourished by
Quranic intertextuality, prophetic moral
teachings, and the wider intellectual milieu of
Abbasid Baghdad, where theological debate,
translation, and cultural exchange brought
diverse systems of thought into circulation (7,
11). Although some studies have noted
possible influence from Manichaean and
Buddhist dualistic conceptions, especially in
his strong contrast between body and soul,
world and afterlife, illusion and truth, this
influence does not undermine the Islamic
foundation of his poetry (6, 8). His ascetic
vision therefore appears as a hybrid but
coherent ethical system: Islamic in essence,
socially responsive in function, and
philosophically open to the broader intellectual
atmosphere of its age.

In contrast, Abu Nuwas’s ascetic poetry arises
primarily from an inward crisis rather than a
sustained social or pedagogical project. His
turn to zuhd occurs against the background of
a life famously associated with wine, pleasure,
irony, sensuality, and rebellion against
conventional norms. Yet the late poems
attributed to his ascetic phase demonstrate
that beneath this libertine surface there

remained a religious consciousness deeply
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aware of sin, death, divine judgment, and the
possibility of mercy (10, 19). His repentance
appears compelled by iliness, aging, and
bodily weakness, but this compulsion does not
necessarily make it insincere. Rather, the
tension between inability, remorse, fear, and
hope gives his ascetic poetry a tragic
psychological intensity. Unlike Abu al-
Atahiyah, Abu Nuwas does not establish a
complete moral school or a didactic program
for society; instead, he dramatizes the divided
self of the sinner who knows the truth yet has
long delayed submission to it. His religious
knowledge, including familiarity with Qur’an,
hadith, theology, and legal discourse, gives his
penitential poetry a depth that prevents it from
being read as a superficial late-life gesture (18,
20). His zuhdiyyat are therefore best
understood as confessional poems of
existential return, where the poet seeks refuge
not in fear alone, but in divine forgiveness and
the hope that mercy exceeds transgression.

The thematic comparison reveals both
convergence and divergence. Both poets
place death, the transience of the world, divine
accountability, and the unreliability of worldly
pleasure at the center of their ascetic
imagination. Abu al-Atahiyah, however,
repeatedly constructs the world as a dark,
deceptive, and unstable space, a realm of
illusion that inevitably delivers the human
being to the grave (14, 16). His dominant mode
is admonitory and warning-oriented; he uses
death to awaken the heedless, discipline

desire, and direct the audience toward ethical

restraint. His poetry is rich in wisdom, maxims,
moral generalization, and universalizing
statements about human destiny (15, 21). Abu
Nuwas, by contrast, treats death and
repentance through emotional contradiction:
he remembers pleasure, confesses weakness,
fears judgment, and clings to hope. His ascetic
voice is less collective and more intimate, less
systematic and more dramatic. Stylistically,
Abu al-Atahiyah often moves toward simplicity,
directness, prose-like diction, and
communicative clarity, thereby transforming
poetry into moral address accessible to a
broader audience (8). Abu Nuwas, however,
preserves a high degree of aesthetic
refinement even in ascetic poetry, employing
antithesis, metaphor, syntactic variation,
apostrophe, supplication, and emotional
rhythm to preserve the artistic sophistication
associated with his broader poetic personality
(12, 23). Thus, the difference between the two
poets is not merely thematic but structural:
Abu al-Atahiyah’s asceticism is pedagogical
and socially directed, whereas Abu Nuwas’s
asceticism is confessional and psychologically
charged.

In conclusion, the comparative analysis shows
that the zuhdiyyat of Abu al-Atahiyah and Abu
Nuwas represent two  distinct  yet
complementary forms of Abbasid ascetic
consciousness. Abu al-Atahiyah embodies the
poet as moral reformer, social critic, and
architect of a sustained ascetic discourse
grounded in warning, wisdom, and ethical

instruction. Abu Nuwas embodies the poet as
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conflicted sinner, late penitent, and artist of
inward contradiction whose ascetic poems
gain power from their emotional sincerity and
hope for mercy. Although both poets share a
concern with death, worldly impermanence,
and the Islamic horizon of judgment and
forgiveness, their works differ fundamentally in
motivation, intellectual background, thematic
organization, and stylistic execution. The study
therefore concludes that Abbasid ascetic
poetry should not be read as a uniform
extension of traditional preaching, but as a
varied and historically conscious response to
the crises of an age marked by luxury,
skepticism, cultural plurality, and moral
anxiety. Through these two poets, zuhd
becomes not only a religious theme but also a
literary structure, a psychological confession,
a social critique, and a cultural sign of the
Abbasid human being’s struggle to understand

life, pleasure, guilt, death, and salvation.

References
1. al-Farahidi KiA. Kitab al-'Ayn. Qom: Hijrat;
1985.
2. Ibn Faris A. Mu'jam Magqayis al-Lughah.
Qom: Islamic Propagation Office; 1984.
3. al-Azhari MiA. Tahdhib al-Lughah. Beirut:
Dar Ihya' al-Turath al-'Arabi; 2001.
4. Manqur MO. Moral Values in the Ascetic
Poetry of Abu al-Atahiyah. Annals of Heritage.
2004(1):113-26.
5. Brihoum A. Asceticism and Its Motives in Abu
al-Atahiyah and Abu Ishaq al-Albiri. Afaq lil-
'‘Ulum. 2018;11(1):172-82.
6. Sharaf al-Din K. The Concise Literary
Encyclopedia: Abu al-Atahiyah. Beirut: Dar wa-
Maktabat al-Hilal; 1992.
7. Dayf S. History of Arabic Literature: The First
Abbasid Era. Cairo: Dar al-Ma'arif; 1966.
8. Baghoura Ma-S. The Tendency of Rejection
and Its Effect on Shaping Abbasid Poetry: Abu

al-Atahiyah, Abu Nuwas, and Abu Tammam as
Models; A Stylistic Study. Algeria2013.

9. Farrukh U. Abu Nuwas: Poet of Harun al-
Rashid and Muhammad al-Amin. Beirut: Dar al-
'Ilm lil-Malayin; 1988.

10. Abu Nuwas a-HiH. Diwan Abi
Nuwas. Beirut: Dar Sader; 1970.
11. Kabir A. The Intellectual Context and

Artistic Vision in the Ascetic Poetry of Abu al-
Atahiyah. Dafatir Makhbar al-Shi'riyyah al-
Jaza'iriyyah. 2017(4):130-49.

12. Abdi M, Qasemi R. The Stylistics of
Abu Nuwas's Ascetic Poems in Light of
Structural and Linguistic Studies. Journal of the
Iranian Scientific Association for Arabic
Language and Literature. 2016(37):21-42.

13. Faysal S. Abu al-Atahiyah: His
Poems and Reports. Damascus: Maktabat Dar
al-Mallah.

14, Abu al-Atahiyah liia-Q. Diwan Abi al-
Atahiyah. Beirut: Dar Beirut li-al-Tiba'ah wa-al-
Nashr; 1964.

15. al-Fakhuri H. A Concise History of
Arabic Literature. Beirut: Dar al-Jil; 1991.
16. al-Fu'ad DH. Asceticism in Abu al-

Atahiyah's Poem 'al-Dunya al-Munaghghasah':
A Semiotic Study Based on Michael Riffaterre.
Indonesia2023.

17. Bustani B. Arab Writers. Beirut: Dar
al-Jil; 1937.

18. Brockelmann C. History of Arabic
Literature: Dar al-Kutub al-Islami; 1977.

19. Sharaf al-Din K. The Concise
Literary Encyclopedia: Abu Nuwas. Beirut: Dar
wa-Maktabat al-Hilal; 1987.

20. al-Fakhuri H. The Comprehensive
History of Arabic Literature. Beirut: Dar al-Jil;
1970.

21. Cheikho L. Abu al-Atahiyah from the
Masterpieces Series. Beirut: al-Matba'ah al-
Kathulikiyyah; 1931.

22. Bahjat M. The Islamic Current in the
Poetry of the First Abbasid Era.
23. Husayn T. Hadith al-Arbi'a. Egypt:

Dar al-Ma'arif; 1964.



