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Adab in pre-Islam

The history of the word adab (s reflects “the evolution of
Arab culture from its pre-Islamic origins to our own day™t as
Italian orientalist F. Gabrieli said. Tt scems to me that the word
was not common in pre-Islamic poetry, for I tried to find an
impact of the Mesopotamian tragedy, namely “Adaba” on poet-
ry, without finding any cogent evidence or conclusive track, Arab
lexicographers scrutinized the pre-Islamic texts and found the
word and some derivations of the verb “adaba” (5D, as fol-
lows:

* 'This paper was originally written for presentation at ISTACs 1994
inaugural symposium on Islam and the Challenge of Modernity.
Though not presented, the paper provides useful analysis on the
semantics of adab, much of which has been based on Professor al-
Attas’ theories on the subject, especially those outlined in his The
Concept of Education in Islam (Kuala Lumpur: ISTAC, 1991, first
impression 1980). As Professor Nasrat has said, “Professor al-Attas
is greatly concerned with the momentous problems facing the
Islamic world, especially the cultural and educational problems. He
believes that ignorance is the scourge of the Muslim's backward-
ness, that Western philosophy and some sciences have confused
Muslims and non-Muslims as well, and that all this will lead man to
destruction. Secularism and modernity are, to him, the root of man’s
tribulation, and that man's salvation lies in Islam. Modem Muslim
scholars are being confronted with the thorny hedge of terminolo-
gies, especially scholats who intend to exprgss Islamic knowledge in
a European language. What, for instance, is the Islamic term for
“education”, which in English means “training or instructing some-
one intellectually, morally, and socially”? Ts al-tarbiyah, as is being
used in Arab countries foday, the correct term to convey the mean-
ing of “education” according to the Islamic perspective? This trans-
lation has not convinced him, as he has shown in his book The
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1. Adab (uai) Used with the sea, e.g. “The adab of the sea”
(>l u.:l) which means: the wavy sea, and the profusion of
its water.?

2. Adb 1(_.;;?) or idb? (a): Used to mean “the marvellous®’
(i),
3. Adib (wsD: The active participle of the past tense “adaba”

(5D which means: the host, or anyone who invites to a ban-
quet.?

The lexicographers quoted the saying of the pre-Islamic
poet, Tarafah b. al-*Abd, in his distich:

Concept of Education in Islam; rather, he found that al-ta’ dib is the
proper and exact translation of the meaning of sducation... He there-
fore discusses adab in a thorough manner, defining it as "the disci-
pline of body, mind and soul; the discipline that assures the recog-
nition and acknowledgement of one's proper place in relation to
one's physical, intellectual and spiritual capacities and potentials;
the recognition and acknowledgement of the reality that knowledge
and being are ordered hierarchically according to their various lev-
els (mardtib) and degrees (darajat).” (The Concept of Education in
Islam, ibid., page 22). [Editor’s note]
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