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Abstract 
Western medicine was introduced into China since the first half of the 19th  
century. In the first thirty years of the 20th century, the confrontation be-
tween Western and Traditional Chinese medicines went to its peak, resulting 
in a social debate over not only the efficacy of medical practices but also the 
justification of new, Western ideology. Western medicine, Traditional Chi-
nese Medicine, and their clash were recurring motifs in literature from 1906 
to 1946, and these literary works reveal the cultural and ideological impact of 
the introduction of Western medical science to China. This paper examines 
continuity and change in the representation of Western and traditional Chi-
nese medicine in Chinese literature of 1906 to 1946, dividing this time period 
into three chronological stages and yielding an argument that the impact of 
Western medicine on Chinese society went through multiple stages, and was 
influenced by contemporary societal changes. 
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1. Introduction 

In modern Chinese history, the introduction of Western science into China had 
long lasting effects. This wave of learning from Western countries was aimed at 
“self-strengthening” by using Western science to “revive China”. The introduc-
tion of Western science to China started in the first half of the 19th century (Hao, 
2005) and reached its peak during the May fourth movement, in which students 
and pioneers protested for democracy and science in China and denounced tra-
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ditional culture. 
Among various scientific subjects that were introduced into China by scholars 

in the early modern era, Western medical science and public health measures 
were of vital significance, since it was directly related to the death rate and effec-
tive organization of cities, especially port cities. Without a professional organiza-
tion of ports by Western standards, it was impossible for the Nanjing National 
government to ask for independence in these crucial trading centers. (Rogaski, 
2014) However, the introduction and governmental support of Western medi-
cine put traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) and TCM practitioners in crisis. In 
1929, a policy from the commission of health of the Nanjing national govern-
ment almost totally banished TCM to support the popularization of Western 
public health measures, pushing the conflict between Western and Chinese 
medicine practitioners to its peak (Hao, 2005). 

The conflict between Western and Chinese medicine became an ideological 
debate between revolutionaries that supported the “new culture” and old-school 
scholars that considered the introduction of Western science as the colonization 
in the field of sciences. 

Interestingly, in literature during this period, the debate of science, especially 
medical science, was laid much emphasized and discussed intensively. Unlike 
scientists and historians of sciences that focused on the actual effectiveness of 
medicines and health care policies, litterateurs considered this scientific conflict 
as a manifestation of societal and cultural problems. Lu Xun, for instance, fa-
mously attacked TCM in many of his works and called for the replacement of 
“harmful traditions” with Western sciences. He clearly saw the existence of TCM 
as a demonstration that the public needed to change its ideology. It is in the cul-
tural sphere that the medical debate about science and effectiveness became an 
ideological rival, which eventually led to the exploration of Chinese modernity. 

Although several scholars had researched the arrival of Western medicine 
from the history of science perspective (Croizier, 1968; Needham, 2000; An-
drews, 2014; Liu, 2017; Zheng, 2018; Gross, 2018; Zhao, 2019), the impact of this 
event on literature and other cultural activities in the first half of the twentieth 
century is yet to be studied. It is necessary to closely examine the impact of Chi-
nese and Western medicine on literature and art because they reveal not only the 
ideological shift of pioneers and scholars but also the impact of Western medi-
cine on public life and the working-class population. 

In this paper, the history of medical science and literature between 1906 and 
1946 will be separated into three chronological parts during which they had dis-
tinctive features: 

1) Late Qing period (1906-1912); 
2) Nanjing national government period (1919-1937); 
3) Anti-Japanese War period (1937-1946). 
By analyzing historical, primary sources and comparing key literary works, I 

will prove that the scientific conflict went beyond academic debate and resulted 
in a series of shifts in mass culture and societal attitude toward “the West”, 
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which finally led to a call for integrating Western and Chinese medicine at the 
end of the 1940s. 

The methodology of this research involves primary sources gathering & anal-
ysis, comparative studies of historical situations and events, and textual analysis 
of key literature (mostly fiction) in each historical period listed above. I will 
analyze the continuity and change in the representation of Western and Chinese 
medicine in Chinese literature from 1906 to 1946. In the analysis of all three 
time periods, a brief history of medical science will be followed by their repre-
sentation in representative Chinese literature. I will focus on works from four 
representative litterateurs: Liu E (1857-1909), Lu Xun (1881-1936), and Ba Jin 
(1904-2005). This structure of research is expected to show writers’ changing at-
titudes towards Western science and TCM in this era and the cultural implica-
tion of the “West learning” wave. 

2. Traditional Chinese Medicine as a Symbol of Salvaging 
China from Colonization and Imperialism: 1906-1919 

2.1. Missionary Medicine and the Introduction of Western  
Medical Science in China 

In the first half of the 19th century, western medicine entered China in the form 
of “missionary science”. In the early stage, the Qing government was able to 
control and judge Western medicine, but the introduction of Western technolo-
gy was still a “subtle shock” to the traditional Qing societal organization. (Hao, 
2005) The general attitude of the Qing society and court to Western medicine 
gradually changed from “doubt and misbelief” to “shock and acceptance” and 
then to “anxiety and worry”. The success of Western medicine practitioners in 
suppressing cowpox in 1805 earned recognition on a small scale. Towards the 
1830s, the establishment of Western hospitals was for the first time not hindered 
and discouraged by the Qing central court. (Bridgman & Williams, 1835) 

In 1881, Li Hongzhang established the “North Ocean Academy of Medicine” 
[Bei Yang Yi Xue Tang], which was the first official school of medicine in China. 
(Gao, 1991) With the help of missionary physician J.K. Mackonzi, Li was able to 
incorporate Western medical science into the naval force (Hao, 2005). Missio-
nary medicine was gradually able to drift away from religious purposes and ex-
pand its professional medical institutions at the end of the 19th century. (Liu, 
2017) Some scholars believe that the effectiveness of Western medicine “con-
vinced Qing people [to believe in Western medicine]”. (Dong, 2008) However, 
the acceptance of Western medicine largely remained among a small percentage 
of officials and didn’t reach most of the public. In 1883, the public was “ignorant 
to the newly established first missionary hospital in Suzhou” and a lot of people 
objected to the introduction of ‘western medicine”. (Hao 2005) 

2.2. Conflict between Western and Chinese Medicine 

Despite the success of Western medicine approaching the end of the 19th cen-
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tury, during the early stages of the introduction of Western medicine, “even the 
practitioners that learned both [Western and Chinese medicine] had a tendency 
of being biased towards Chinese medicine”. (Hao, 2005: p. 24) Overall, the atti-
tude of the Qing emperors and the public was that “other cultures around the 
world are unable to develop a culture or science that is as valuable and advanced 
as that from China.” (Wu, 1915) Because of the general disapproval of Western 
medicine, TCM was dominant until the opening of the 20th century when West-
ern and Chinese physicians started to “confront” each other. 

The conflict between Western and Chinese medical science was deepened by 
the wave of “West learning”, since it cultivated a generation of Chinese scholars 
who received a Western education and tended to examine TCM in a western 
way. After the Qing government was forced to open up the “national gate” in 
1900, some Chinese medicine practitioners started to argue for “West learning” 
in the medical sphere and improving Chinese medicine with the advanced 
Western body of knowledge. Ding Fubao, for instance, was a famous medical 
scientist that learned in Japan until 1909. After coming back, he criticized TCM 
harshly and argued for a revolution in medical science. (Ma et al., 1993) This 
wave of learning “divided the medical sphere in China into two” (Hao, 2005) 
and caused conflict between Chinese and Western medical practitioners. 

Western medicine practitioners attacked TCM practitioners mainly for two 
reasons. First, their medical practices didn’t have a nationwide standard. TCM 
practitioners mainly gained authority from their teacher-student relationship and 
from classical half-science-half-religion works. (Andrews, 2014) Western science 
in China, in comparison, took action to establish schools and professional institu-
tions that mimic the West in establishing rigorous standards of cultivating medical 
practitioners and curing people. Second, their inseparable relationship with reli-
gious practices. The fact that TCM practitioners worked individually resulted in 
them having to use religious appeal to attract people and gain credibility. 

Despite Western critics of Chinese medicine, the large number of Chinese med-
ical practitioners enabled TCM to be dominant in most of the country and to 
serve almost the whole population. Also, the high expense of using Western 
medicine made TCM the ideal choice for normal citizens in China. The public 
largely remained unaware of the Western attacks on TCM. Also, as I will later 
show, the pioneering scholars who did know the backwardness of TCM still saw 
TCM as a symbol of rebelling against “the West”. 

2.3. The Pressing of the Colonization World Order and Call for 
“Saving Country”: The Travels of Lao Can 

One of the major themes of late Qing literary works was “the corruptness of the 
Qing government and ways to save the ill China”. This continued into the lite-
rature of the Republic of China era. In the four major novels of denunciation in 
this period—the travels of Lao Can, Bizarre Happenings Eyewitnessed over Two 
Decades, A Flower in a Sinful Sea, and Exposure of the Official World – TCM 
was generally depicted as a positive culture and even used as a symbolic redemp-
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tion of corrupted China in the travels of Lao Can. (Liu, 2015, Republished in 
2015 by Dong Xi Publishing Center). When Western sciences were discussed or 
evaluated, which occurred far less than the description of TCM, the writers 
tended to see it as “the other” and a symbol of the colonizing forces. (Yu, 2020; 
republished in 2020) 

In The Travels of Lao Can, E narrated Lao Can’s journey around China and 
described the Boxer rebellion in the countryside. He criticized the Qing govern-
ment for its corrupt officials and inability to protect the general public. Lao Can, 
the protagonist of the novel, is an idealistic traveler who learned TCM and vari-
ous other traditional Chinese “craftmanship” [shouyi]. Like other “hand-bell 
healers”, he travels through the country with a bell and saved people without 
asking for huge amounts of money. (Figure 1 & Figure 2) Lao Can attempts to  

 

 
Figure 1. Handbell healer waiting for business. 

 

 
Figure 2. A handbell healer using handbell to attract customer (an illustrator in The Travels of Lao Can). 
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“correct injustice, change attitudes towards women, and engage in philosophical 
discussions about China’s future”. (Mair, 2010) 

Guan observed that the Travels of Lao Can “contained almost all major sub-
jects in late Qing literature”, which made it plausible for The travels of Lao Can 
to fall into all major categories of late Qing literature. (Guan, 2014) These sub-
jects include: 

1) Depiction of upright and/or harsh officials, a feature of denunciation novels. 
2) Conveying writers’ aspirations directly through conversations between cha-

racters, a feature of political novels. 
3) A detective talent of the main character (Lao Can), a feature of detective 

novels. 
4) Classical Account of traveling stories (Guan, 2014). 
That it is a combination of various late Qing literary styles makes it a repre-

sentation of Qing litterateurs’ attitude towards TCM, which was strikingly posi-
tive. Lao Can’s identity as a TCM practitioner is a metaphor for his “responsibil-
ity to save the nation from Qing and Western imperialism”. (Wang & Yi, 2022) 
This symbolism can be seen throughout the passage. For instance, at the begin-
ning of the book, Lao Can dreams of a sinking boat, symbolizing the collapsing 
old China. Lao Can has the aspiration of saving China, which is shown not only 
through direct depiction of conversations but also through Lao Can’s symbolic 
medical activities. (Wang, 2017) The fact that Lao Can is a “hand-bell healer” 
and needs to travel throughout the country allows new stories and incidents to 
happen and gives E space to show the sufferings that were taking place in China. 
(Chen, 2022) This gave Lao Can plenty of opportunities to not only see but also 
change the unjust reality of late Qing China. 

E addressed argued for a revival of TCM in the context of Western coloniza-
tion and collapse of Qing dynasty. Lin observed that “the chivalrous and roman-
tic Lao Can was the last try of Qing literati to argue for the collapsing Chinese 
“old culture”. (Lin, 1984) Unlike later works (for instance, Mirror of the medical 
world and Father’s illness), the Travels of Lao Can depicted TCM in a positive 
way and was largely ignorant of the arrival of Western medical science. This ab-
sence of Western impact can substantiate the argument that TCM was still do-
minant in most parts of China, though literati’s attitude towards it was starting 
to diverge. 

2.4. Mirror of the Medical World: A Prelude for Writers’ 
Long-Lasting Hatred of TCM 

While E’s depiction of medicine in China was limited to TCM, Mirror of the 
medical world contains description of TCM, Western medicine, and the conflict 
between. Mirror of the medical world is a 1908 novel recently proven to be the 
later edition of Revelation in the Medical World (Yijie Xianxing Ji) because of 
similarities in content and style. (Yang, Zhu, & Pan, 2012) These two works were 
written by Yu Wenxiao, a medical practitioner in the Shanghai Red Cross Socie-
ty. The Revelation in the Medical World was about the story of Cheng Ruzhou 
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and his son Cheng Rongfan, two TCM practitioners. Cheng Ruzhou gained fame 
“by chance” without much knowledge about medical practices. Later on, his ina-
bility to cure diseases was “revealed” and caused a huge scandal. His son, Cheng 
Rongfan, gained fame in medicine by making friends with officials and wealthy 
people, and later married Pinpin, the child of a high official. 

The stances that Yu take is different from that of the Travels of Lao Can: it 
criticized the incapability and corruptness of late Qing TCM doctors harshly. He 
attacked TCM for three reasons: 1) TCM is not institutionalized or standardized, 
and everybody can practice it without professional knowledge; 2) TCM practi-
tioners gained fame and recognition by affiliating themselves to wealthy or po-
werful families; 3) the morality of TCM practitioners in the past was fading 
away. (Zhang, 2022) Interestingly, his harsh comments on TCM echoed that of 
Western medicine practitioners in this era, but he didn’t aline himself with the 
“exotic physicians”. Though considering Western medicine as something that 
Chinese doctors should learn from, he attacked Western physicians as well for 
them not sharing their works with Chinese doctors. In the introduction of Mir-
ror of the medical world, he said that “Western physicians criticized we Chinese 
for not understanding hygiene” and that “Western people discovered … that 
when people die, they become dust and dirt. There’s no such thing as afterlife or 
Yinguo [the Buddhism idea that actions in the present life determine the after-
life]. But they are unwilling to share that with us because of 1) their missionary 
goals… and 2) their fear of revolutions.” (Yu, 2020) It is important to note that 
he said “we Chinese physicians” and believed that changes needed to be made to 
TCM and Chinese medical sphere in general rather than that TCM needed to be 
banished, a stance that later litterateurs tended to take. 

In this sense, this novel is a prelude because in the following decades (until 
wartime), criticizing TCM became a convention for most scholars and littera-
teurs. (Deng, 2004) Yu’s ideology was advanced among late Qing literati. He re-
sembles later writers in that he searched for ways of improving Chinese medical 
care in Western works, but examined Western medicine in a critical and cautious 
manner. Also, he is showing signs of losing confidence in Chinese culture and 
society, as he agreed with Western critics that Chinese people didn’t “know hy-
giene”. (Yu, 2020) This is a continual drive for Chinese pioneers to, as Rogaski ob-
served, establish the “Chinese modernity” on Western ideas of hygiene (Rogaski, 
2014). 

3. Rivalry between Western and Chinese Medicine and the 
Denunciation of TCM in Literature: 1919-1937 

3.1. The Dilemma of TCM and Governmental Support of Western 
Medicine 

In this period, historical records suggest that governmental support of Western 
medical science peaked and caused a direct confrontation between decades-long 
Western institutions and new TCM organizations that were established in a re-
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sponse to the rising Western medical forces. The first person to argue for “the 
denunciation of TCM” was Yu Yue, who said that “we should cancel all Chinese 
doctors and keep some of Chinese medicine and herbals”. (Yu, 1969) After-
wards, the TCM community had a tendency of dividing into advocates of tradi-
tional medicine and reformers that supported the introduction of Western me-
thodology. For instance, Yu Wenxiao, the writer of Mirror of the medical world, 
was a typical advocate of “West learn”. This movement of “canceling TCM” had 
a huge social impact. For concerned writers and social activists, the cancellation 
of TCM was a symbol of denouncing the old China and protecting China from 
the West by learning from it. These advocates eventually led the government to 
ban TCM officially from practicing without governmental, which was essentially 
Western, evaluation and approval. 

This governmental attack on TCM resulted from the fact that, by the time of 
the May Fourth movement, the TCM practitioners had a dilemma of too many 
people without organization. Similar to the scenario depicted in Mirror of the 
medical world, Chinese medical practitioners lacked a standardized way to prove 
efficacy and gain fame, resulting in their reliance on Confucian texts and affilia-
tion with merchants (Zheng, 2018). Learner of Western medical sciences viewed 
TCM as “inferior” and “lack official regulation”. However, unlike previous crit-
ics on TCM, these attacks in 1910s and 1920s gained official support and wanted 
to totally eradicate TCM rather than reforming it. 

Deng observed that towards 1910s and 1920s, the conflict between Western 
and Chinese medical practitioners became a political competition for power. In 
1929, the government decreed four laws, known as the laws regarding the regis-
tration of old physicians, which was essentially a ban to all unregulated TCM ac-
tivities. (Liu, 2017) The arguments that Yu Yuxiu, a supporter of these laws, gave 
were similar to that by European physicians in the 19th century. Because of that 
discourse he was criticized as “the slave of the West” by an influential Chinese 
physician, Lu Yuanlei. (Lu, 1928) He was adding a political assumption to his 
argument: as a Chinese, supporting Western sciences was the same as support-
ing Western imperialism and betraying his nation. 

3.2. Increasing Representation of TCM in Literary Works: Father’s 
Illness and Tomorrow 

As this scientific rivalry grew political, it also entailed ideological and cultural 
conflict. Lu Xun exemplified the short-term impact of “West learn” on Chinese 
society and societal ideology—enlightening a small percentage of pioneers and 
thus creating tension between two “unintegrated” parties. This situation lasted 
until the Japanese war and the rise of PRC, during which political leaders sup-
ported the unification of Western and Chinese medicine rather than supporting 
one of them, which would essentially be “advocating for separation”. (Andrews, 
2014) 

As medical sciences were increasingly considered a symbol of organizational 
methods, culture, and even ideology, the depiction of “medicine” “physicians” 
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and “hospitals” was done by various scholars in different styles. Lu Xun, the 
most famous writer of this period, harshly criticized TCM and quested a “Chi-
nese modernity” based on advanced sciences. Unlike previous writers, including 
E and Wenxiao, Lu Xun saw the development of science as an unbiased “tool”, 
rather than a cultural activity. At a young age, he advocated the introduction of 
Western sciences, or to say the “West learn” wave, but after studying in Japan 
and observing “Indifferent Chinese students making fun of human experimenta-
tion of other Chinese”, he realized that sciences couldn’t determine culture and 
ideology. Though still advocating for West learn, he dedicated himself to writing 
in an attempt to “awake the public”. (Chen, 2022) Some scholars argued that his 
background as a learner of Western sciences made him see the gap between the 
ideology of him and the general public as a representation of “a societal illness”, 
and “try to depict and cure [the mental trauma and illness of the public] in a 
Western scientific way”. (Li, 2006) 

In several of Lu’s works, he dramatized the absurdity of certain TCM practi-
tioners, and showed the need to reform Chinese medicine by detailed depiction 
of families being hurt by immoral TCM doctors. In Father’s Illness, he described 
the real story of his father, who paid TCM practitioner when sick and died due 
to ineffective medical practices. Lu described in detail the eccentric and 
hard-to-find medical materials that the TCM practitioner asked his father to 
find. For instance, that famous TCM practitioner asked his father to find a pair 
of cricket that are “original couples [yuan pei]” from the same hole. Lu Xun ironi-
cally commented that “it seems that virginity is also important for insects. Chang-
ing a husband or wife disqualifies a cricket from being a medical material”. 

Unlike Yu, who criticized the harmful and corrupted TCM practitioners in an 
academic and argumentative way, Lu depicted the specific scenarios in which 
ineffective but expensive TCM cures killed hopeless patients. This is even more 
evident in Tomorrow, in which a hopeless mother with her ill child saw a TCM 
doctor, but died in less than a day after taking the TCM pill called “the pill that 
saves children’s lives”. Even towards the ending Lu didn’t tell the exact disease 
that the child had, but focused on depicting the behavior of the ignorant public 
and leaving moral judgments to the public. 

This is a clear sign that Lu was trying to “cure the cultural and ideological 
disease” of his readers rather than making an argument that TCM was harmful. 
Lu Xun’s works revealed the short term impact of the introduction of Western 
medicine: a group of litterateurs examined TCM from a Western perspective and 
criticized it ideologically rather than academically. On one hand, this led to wid-
er acceptance of Western medical science and enabled it to contribute to the na-
tional infrastructure. On the other, Lu’s critics impeded the integration of West-
ern and Chinese medical sciences and ignored the possible problems that West-
ern medical sciences and public health measures might have. For instance, Ba Jin 
(1904-2005) was concerned about the scarcity and unequal distribution of med-
ical resources in new, Western-styled hospitals in China. 
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4. Anxiety of Modernity and the Call for a Chinese Modern 
Medical Science: 1937-1946 

4.1. Integration of Western and Chinese Medical Science:  
Institutionalization 

While in the short run Western medical sciences created a conflict within Chi-
nese medical sphere, in the long run, intensifying communication and mutual 
learning tended to integrate Western and Chinese bodies of knowledge and 
create a unified Chinese modern medical care system. Scholars had argued that 
the integration of Western and Chinese medical practiced started from as early 
as 1920s, when TCM practitioners responded to Western attacks by institutiona-
lizing and modernizing TCM. (Zhang, 2022; Andrews, 2014; Rogaski, 2014) 
However, by analyzing key literary works, I will argue in this part of the paper 
that the integration of Western and Chinese medicine in official records was li-
mited to the governmental and academic spheres, and that the wider public still 
saw Western and Chinese medical care as two different systems and felt the ten-
sion between the two ideologies represented by TCM and Western medicine. 
This problem wasn’t resolved until the emergence of barefoot doctors during 
the Maoist period, during which the integration of these three medical forces 
(Western, Chinese, barefoot Maoist) was described in several literary works. 
(Gross, 2018) 

From a political perspective, the institutionalization of TCM initiated after 
1929, when the introduction of Western medicine increasingly competed with 
TCM and required it to modernize and qualify itself. Zheng has had a detailed 
analysis of the establishment of organized TCM societies in China and the shift 
from family and teacher-student based rural TCM structures to modern TCM 
institutions that could act as a coherent force against Western sciences. (Zheng, 
2018) One of the initial efforts to institutionalize TCM was the establishment of 
Central Chinese Medical Center, which was described by scholars as “an mal-
formed half-official and half-private institute”. (Liu, 2017) Western organiza-
tional methods had a strong impact on TCM community and led to a combina-
tion of Western methodology and Chinese knowledge system in several TCM 
institutes and organizations, including the Central Chinese Medical Center and 
the National Physician Bulletin. However, these institutes did not revive TCM as 
expected since they were still “half-private” and didn’t have enough political in-
fluence. Their impact remained academical and somehow political, but never 
managed to resolve the ideological and cultural conflict that Lu described. 

The Westernization and Institutionalization of TCM as well as the incorpora-
tion of TCM into the power system was the central theme of the history of med-
ical science in 1929-1949. Signs of competition for discourse and power lasted 
into wartime hygienic and medical policies. In 1937, Chinese medicine associa-
tion (Zhongyi Weiyuan Hui) was established by the government to regulate and 
guide TCM practitioners during wartime to better control medical resources. 
(Zhu, 2016) Several influential politicians supported governmental laws that 
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recognize and regulate TCM practitioners for several reasons, including that 
“there [were] only 3000 Western physicians in China, which were far less that 
TCM practitioners”. (Liu, 2017) 

In as late as 1936, TCM “was legally allowed” as the Regulations on Chinese 
Medicine was promulgated, but TCM practitioners weren’t represented in the 
department of health. (Zhang, 2022) It was until the 1943 physicians’ law that 
TCM and Western medicine were treated equal. (Liu, 2017) This delayed recog-
nition of TCM resulted in cities dominated by Western-styled hospitals, whose 
faculty and resources were too scarce to support the whole public. Also, the 
profit driven hospitals caused wide societal disparity, as described by Ba Jin, and 
caused a re-evaluation of the ideological debate that Lu brought about decades 
ago. 

4.2. Ward No.4 and Ba Jin: The Uncertain and Worried Public 

Analyzing representative wartime literary works reveals public attitude towards 
officially recognized Western public health system and the modern ideological 
trends. Ba Jin described the uncertainty of the public towards the emerging new 
Western-styled medicine and health care in several of his books. Unlike previous 
decades when most of the public still adopted TCM, the 1940s saw a growing 
acceptance and spread of Western sciences and ideology resulting from govern-
mental support and increasing radical reformers like Lu. In this context, a large 
percentage of people were struggling to adapt to this new societal trend and its 
negative impacts on society. In Spring [Chun], Ba depicted a family whose 
members hold different opinions on whether to see a Western or TCM doctor. 
He was concerned with the tension between old and new culture, and the trauma 
it left on some people unable to adapt. 

Ward No.4 is a novel about Ba’s experience in a Western hospital. In the 
fourth Ward of this hospital, he acquainted several patients who were unable to 
pay the high price of Western-styled Medical care and died painfully. Zhu, the 
patient on bed six, was burnt when working for a large warehouse, but his boss 
refused to compensate him and pay for his medical expenses. He eventually died 
in hospital without medical treatment. Most faculties at the hospital were de-
picted as indifferent, greedy, and snobbish, only serving rich patients. 

Ba Jin depicted the structural problem of the organizing China in a West-
ern-style. A lack of governmental welfare system and scarcity of qualified medi-
cal care resource created a large amount of lower-class people who couldn’t af-
ford Western medicine or find a reliable TCM practitioner. He symbolized this 
transitional period of Chinese society with the tension between TCM and West-
ern medicine in this new era. Unlike Lu Xun and Liu E, he presented TCM 
alongside Western medicine in his work and therefore dramatized it. In Chun, 
for instance, Western- and Chinese-styled doctored appeared in pair and be-
came a visible conflict. 

He approached the ideological conflict, which was triggered by the introduc-
tion of Western sciences and discussed by Lu, in a less biased perspective. He 
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presented Western medical sciences as dominant, but depicted the pain that pa-
tients suffered in Western hospitals. In Ward No.4, more than two thirds of pa-
tients in the fourth ward recovered, but Ba himself suffered from a failed sur-
gery. Unlike Lu and Liu, he didn’t take a stance in this societal conflict, but de-
picted the actual material and mental dilemma that normal people were facing. 

Like Lu and Liu, Ba Jin used disease to symbolize the problems that China was 
facing and searched for “cures”. Wang Yu has observed that the lung diseases in 
Ba’s novels symbolized the “failure of societal movements and, in some cases, 
the problematic society”. (Wang, 2022) In Ward No.4, nurse Yang, the only fa-
culty that cared poor patients and cheered up the narrator, is a symbol of hope 
and the new generation that quested a Chinese modernity without relying on 
Western ideology or technology. Compared to Lu and Liu, he was aware of the 
harmful effects of both TCM traditions and Western organizational methods. 
The impact of Western sciences on him was less striking and noticeable—unlike 
Liu, who considered Western sciences the opposite of Qing, and Lu, who tried to 
change civic ideology with Western methods, Ba did not address Western sciences 
intentionally. By using symbolic depiction and narration, he presented the prob-
lem that a generation of people couldn’t find their place in the China-West bi-
nary. The tension between Western and Chinese ideology created by the “West 
Learn” wave caused a wide civic anxiety and needed a “Chinese modernity”. 
(Gao, 2014) This problem wasn’t solved until the Maoist period, when the bare 
foot doctors combined Western and Chinese medical resource and created a 
medical force that served the wider public with modern technology and institu-
tion. (Fang, 2019) 

5. Conclusion 

The conflict between Chinese and Western physicians manifested an ideological 
debate over the efficacy of existing, Chinese sciences and organizational me-
thods, which left a huge impact on literature and other cultural activities at the 
time. Though writers in the 1900s and 1910s showed strong hatred toward West-
ern medicine and considered TCM a symbol of salvaging China, writers after the 
May Fourth movement increasingly considered TCM as outdated and harmful, 
thus valuing Western medical science as a means to “save our people”. During 
wartime, writers started to realize the negative side of Western sciences, which 
was mainly the geographically and demographically uneven distribution of re-
sources and quested ways to combine both bodies and knowledge while examining 
both critically. 

Despite the big shifts in attitude towards TCM and Western medicine sum-
marized above, there’s a big striking similarity through the forty years: the themes 
of “medicine” and “public health care” were continually important to and inten-
sively discussed by pioneering writers. Though taking different stances, they all 
considered the improvement of Chinese medical practices a key step towards es-
tablishing the “Chinese modernity”. 
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Abstract 
The novels by Almeida Faria are not best sellers, although the author is very 
much appreciated in academic circles throughout Portuguese-speaking coun-
tries, like Brazil. His writing is iconoclastic and shows both the break with lit-
erary tradition, as well as a critical view of Portuguese society and history. 
This article analyses his last novel O conquistador (The Conqueror/The Se-
ducer), where he merges two great myths, that of Don Juan, called the myth 
of deconstruction of myths, and that of the Hidden One (O Encoberto), im-
portant in Portuguese and English contexts. This myth relates to the Portu-
guese King Sebastião (1554-1578) known for his military fervour. Reversing 
the interest in military conquests, the modern hero of this novel is more in-
terested in sexual ones. Assuming the narrative modus of a Bildungsroman, 
where the search for the individual’s identity and knowledge through erotic 
experience are important, this novel is constructed as an anti-epic and be-
comes a profound meditation on collective way of living. The frequently scan-
dalous effect of the Don Juan myth is related to the deconstruction of a great 
national myth that is a satirical depiction of the Portuguese society. This pa-
per shows how this novel critically deconstructs the cultural heritage of Se-
bastianism providing not only a critical view towards Portuguese society but 
also a subversion of cultural canons through myth. 
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1. Introduction 

Political and propagandistic purposes are related to myths as a form of legitimi-
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zation and collective memory building. In fiction, the figure of Don Juan has 
great importance in European culture (Brunel, 1990), having given rise to con-
taminations with historical figures. Hence, it is pertinent to ask why. Almeida 
Faria’s novel, O Conquistador (first published in 1990 and reedited in Faria, 2017) 
fuses the myth of Don Juan with that of the Hidden One (O Encoberto), impor-
tant in the Portuguese and English contexts, creating a third space for cultural 
criticism. This later myth refers to the Portuguese king Sebastião (1554-1578) 
known for his military fervor. Contrary to the current trend in today’s literature 
of conceiving a trivialized Don Juan who participates in the games of love in the 
struggle between the sexes for domination, some works by relevant authors of 
20th century Portuguese literature (e.g., and in addition to Almeida Faria, we can 
cite Barros and Saramago—the latter known worldwide for his Nobel Prize in 
1998) renew motifs that are mainly absent from contemporary literature. In an 
age of religious disbelief, the motive of divine punishment and confrontation 
with the supernatural tends to disappear. The presence of these elements in these 
works, however, ensures the mythical configuration, hence it is important to 
analyze their function. On the other hand, the mythocriticism that appeared in 
context of structuralism during the 1960s and 1970s, became one of the most 
fascinating trends of comparative literature. Would this methodology still be per-
tinent today? As the essays by Barthes and Althusser have shown, the myth has 
an interpellative character in the transmission of values, behaviors and cultural 
habits. Given that myths are narratives animated by an explanatory, etiological 
and interventional intention in relation to the real, mythcriticism—as conceived 
at the time by Rougemond and Durant—deserving to be taken up again in lite-
rary studies because it reconciles psychological and sociological meanings. There-
fore, this study aims to investigate how Almeida Faria’s novel critically decon-
structs Portuguese cultural heritage providing a critical view towards Portuguese 
society. 

2. A Portuguese Don Juan 

In his novel, O conquistador, originally published in 1990 and republished in 
2017, Almeida Faria delightfully combines the great Portuguese myth of the En-
coberto (The Hidden One), referring to King Sebastião, who was born in 1554, 
with the Don Juan myth, the great myth of the demystification of myths. The 
hero of the story, Sebastião, looks just like the missing king, shackled to a myste-
rious fate and searching for who he is, in a tension between freedom and deter-
minism. 

Having left no descendants, King Sebastião’s disappearance at the Battle of 
Alcácer-Quibir in 1578 heralded a dynastic crisis. A period of Castilian occupa-
tion followed in 1580, during which Portugal lost its independence, alongside a 
period of economic crisis and popular discontent, which explains the prolifera-
tion of both the prophesy and myth: expectation of the kings’ return (who came 
to be known as O Encoberto [The Hidden One], as his death was considered 
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doubtful, and “O Desejado” [The Desired One], as his return would end Spanish 
domination and restore lusitana antiga liberdade [old Lusitanian freedom] be-
comes the belief in his return on a foggy morning. This fantastic return would 
ensure both political independence and initiate a new era of prosperity in which 
King Sebastião would be the universal leader of a new empire, projecting the 
myth into the future and lending it a broader dimension. 

Much like Don Juanism, this theme inspired important works, especially in 
England, as mentioned by Leonor Machado de Sousa (1985), and is related to 
the Arthurian legend of the Knights of the Round Table, through common Celtic 
origins: “[…] the myth of the missing king, rather miraculously preserved, who 
one day will save his people, exists in many cultural traditions. However, the 
most complete, paradigmatic and literary example in Europe is undoubtedly that 
of King Arthur” (Sousa, 1985: p. 10). 

The myth of the hidden and desired king is common to British and Portu-
guese cultural traditions. The misty atmosphere such traditions evoke, and 
which in the Portuguese case demonstrates a certain tendency for mysticism and 
fatalism, is tied up with hope for better times, days of national happiness, justice 
and greatness. From a positive perspective, it is the Hegelian basis of man’s pos-
sibilities, an attitude towards unresolved situations, an extrapolation of messian-
ism as contemporary Jewish intellectuals see it. From a less favourable point of 
view, it betrays an inability to solve problems, transposing hope for a solution to 
something far-flung and out of one’s control, to a hidden saviour, to a mythical 
level, where every problem can be solved, as explained by Jung (1971: p. 94). 

Sebastianism combines belief in the young king’s return and another, much 
older belief in a great and ultimate world empire of a single king, single shepherd 
and single faith. Messianism, or the Jewish myth of the Fifth Empire, or the uni-
versal empire founded by the Messiah, also means something that brings Man 
salvation. 

In the first volume of his book, A cultura em Portugal (1981), António José 
Saraiva presents Sebastianism as something derived from the myth of the Cru-
sades, as depicted in The Lusiads by Camões which also inspired the counter 
myth of Decadence, which represented the void caused by the disappearance of 
the myth of the Crusades (Saraiva, 1981: p. 123). According to this author, the 
myth of the Crusades is the first major Portuguese collective myth and intrinsi-
cally linked to King Sebastião: 

The myth of the Crusades not only functioned on a mental level, but 
strongly encouraged action. We sense this with the conquest of Ceuta and 
the African campaigns (designed to be a continuation of the Holy War), as 
well as Infante Henrique’s endeavours, whatever their real causes. And it 
evidently inspired King Sebastião, whose madness, like that of Quixote, 
consisted of believing purely mental aspects to be reality (Saraiva, 1981: p. 
120). 

Sebastião, the main character of a modern-day story, recognises himself in 
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this tradition of “conquest” (although this time of a romantic nature, with a se-
mantic ambiguity explored by the title). He shares the same name as the young 
king who disappeared at Alcácer-Quibir, the same birthday and a number of 
other characteristics, such as a remarkable physical resemblance, the same age, 
the name of his parents and grandparents and the burden of fate, fatum, “fado” 
in Portuguese. Sebastião is a predestined being: 

From the sea came flurries of mist moving towards the highlands, like a 
chaotic army beating a hasty retreat. For the people present, for my father I 
know not, such a vision made them believe that it was no coincidence that 
King Sebastian and I were born on the same day as the saint of the same 
name. Supported by such facts, the knight Alcides de Carvalho dissemi-
nated the legend of my birth. When I grew up and realised something was 
expected of me, I instinctively chose to pretend it was not my concern. Only 
much later did I begin to wonder, as now, when I look from up here, from 
Peninha, this January sea, covered in strips of fog (p. 36). 

Thus, the beginning of the novel recounts the mystery, which, like the fog, 
shrouds the hero’s birth and creates a ritual of mystical rebirth: 

For a long time, I believed that I came into the world in a different way 
from everyone else. It was my grandmother Catarina—and grandmothers 
never lie—who put this idea in my head. She used to tell me that one win-
ter's day, in the early morning, despite the fog, the lighthouse keeper João 
de Castro had gone to Adraga beach to catch octopuses when he found me 
inside a huge egg with my head, legs and arms sticking out. 
My grandmother said that witnesses included a one-handed knight, an ac-
complished horseman, who often went riding there with his three squires, 
recruited from among the most idiotic of the villages. Shaken, they and the 
lighthouse keeper watched the most bizarre event. And the five argued 
among themselves who would keep me. Mid-discussion, they were attacked 
by a sea snake that was guarding me. However, Joao de Castro, with the 
spear that he used to skewer octopus among the rocks, cut off its diabolical 
head, thus earning the right to keep me (pp. 29-30). 

The supernatural birth fits the narrator’s very personal perspective (“For a 
long time, I believed”), although reinforced by family and societal superstitious 
imagery, not without a certain doubtful and distant tone that involves us in the 
fantastic. As Pedro Eiras mentions in the preface to the 2017 edition, “there are 
no individual hauntings: ghosts are passed on, inherited”. Therefore, it is neces-
sary “to play the game of messianism” (Eiras, 2017: pp. 7-9). The ironic tone and 
subversive humour found throughout the novel are immediately felt with the 
character’s explanation of the fate that awaits him and through which he con-
ceals serious ideas with apparent frivolity: “…being the centuries-awaited Rein-
carnation, I should dedicate myself exclusively to that in which the Other failed 
so remarkably when showing an extraordinary aversion for the fairer sex” (p. 
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107). 
If one believes the chroniclers, the cult of chastity, which was adopted by King 

Sebastião, who refused to marry or have any contact with women that would 
provide him with descendants, thus ending the dynasty, was extended to the “il-
lustrious generation”, i.e., Prince Duarte, Prince Henrique and their brothers, 
suns of King D. João I. This ascetic Christian value of renouncing the carnal and 
earthly combines the ideal of the knight with that of the clergyman, and is ex-
pressed in the spirit of the crusade, which drives conquests on the African coast. 
King Sebastião was educated by Jesuits based on this monastic-chivalrous ideal 
that, in O conquistador, is replaced by the dedication a contrario in amorous 
conquests, adhering to the destiny proposed for him and in accordance with the 
“drives [which] would not allow [him] to focus on just one woman, and never 
exclusively” (p. 38), thus becoming Don Juan. 

Sebastião and Don Juan represent the universal and eternal character of de-
sire. They are, in the words of Bataille (1957), volonté de chance (the will of des-
tiny) and both have the shadow of a double. 

The double plays such an important role in Don Juanism, in terms of com-
plementarity and symmetry, as well as the struggle between opposing forces, as 
demonstrated by Otto Rank in his two essays about Don Juan and the Double, 
published together in the French edition, Don Juan et le Double (Rank, 1973). 
He is part of the same traditional projective framework in which Don Juan op-
poses an anti-Don Juan (one embodying what the other is or was unable to be) 
and, at the same time, refers to the vertigo of postmodern mise en abyme in 
which Don Juan has a past he cannot free himself from. In the end, Se-
bastião/Don Juan becomes lost in self-repetition, unable to avoid his mythical 
past. Today, although authors no longer punish the seducer, they do deny him 
celestial peace. 

The ominous presence of the deceased king’s double creates a climate that, if 
not fantastic, at the very least offers a certain oddness. The physical resemblance 
between them extends as far as both having six toes on their right foot and the 
parallelism of incidents that indicate something supernatural, create the ambi-
guity that nourishes myths. Because of these similarities and parallels, the threat 
of death remains present: Sebastião fears not reaching his 24th birthday, just like 
the king. The likeness with the missing king and other coincidences are a threat 
hanging over the new Sebastião, which oscillates between compliance and alien-
ation, or proximity and escape, which make him, albeit against his will, reflect 
upon his true fate, shrouded in tenebrous mystery: “But the idea pursued me 
against my will, catching me unawares at the most unexpected times” (p. 110). 
The dreams, reproduced in Mário Botas’s fantastic illustrations, which accom-
pany the novel’s chapters, are part of the dialogue with the afterlife, as “no one 
knows how dreams can take over (…) if images belong to us or if they are just on 
loan” (pp. 184-185). 

Through the seemingly playful game of combining the two myths, Sebastian-
ism and Don Juanism, there is a reassessment of the mythologic basis of the 
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Portuguese common imagery, breaking away from the prevailing sentimentality 
and moralism, which chimes with Don Juanism. As such, certain aspects of his-
torical-cultural tradition and collective memory are part of an iconoclastic proc-
ess typical of Almeida Faria’s fiction and emerge with a new anti-conservative 
view, which, much like this author’s other novels focussed on national self-gnosis, 
allegorically portraying the country as a collective immersed in a provincial and 
destructive backwardness. 

In this novel, the Don Juan myth’s obvious social focus, which the author ex-
plores well, at the very least because he burdens the character with the “social 
responsibility” of his erotic endeavours, is associated with a kind of implicit 
feminism. Sebastião, for whom being accused of male chauvinism is a “lazy in-
sult”, dedicates his time to his destiny with a vocation that he considers to be 
“quixotic” and without the psychological violence Don Juan submits his victims 
to. The stable aspect of the myth and its literary archetype clearly change in this 
novel, developing the character of ill-repute and removing his dramatic impact, 
thus transforming the malicious swindler and seducer into a generous and ironic 
Casanova who is uninterested in dominating women. During his exile in Paris to 
escape war, Sebastião soon starts working for the female society SUCH: “Société 
pour l`Usage Convenable des Hommes”. The process of debauchery he initiates 
transforms him into a type of man-machine for women’s pleasure, without the 
hindrance of time-consuming seduction or the moral and religious taboos that 
women would normally face in a patriarchal and Mediterranean society. 

O conquistador contains the expression of something that, in a certain non-Don 
Juan-like sense, I would dare to call libertine poetics, as it expresses the condi-
tion of the existential libertine whose relationships become an almost stoic means 
of revealing existence. The Other is the non-I through which the I is revealed: 
“Even if something is learned through practice, for this, like for any other art, 
one is born predestined. However, neither fate nor fairies are enough. Somebody 
needs to wake us from the sleep of the senses” (pp. 76-77). 

There is a positive notion of desire whereby the awareness of pleasure and the 
knowledge obtained via pleasure should be lucidly shared. In this sense, the 
character is opposed to the traditional Don Juan, to whom seduction only ap-
peals because abandonment is never far behind. 

In its metamorphoses of the Don Juan myth, O conquistador, maintaining the 
main thrusts of impregnator and double, represents its continuity, for it is possi-
ble to recognise the three invariables established by Jean Rousset (1981): the in-
constant hero, the female group and the dead (in this case substituting the char-
acter of the Commander for King Sebastião). 

The mythical aspect of O conquistador has interrelated historical, aesthetic 
and ethical ramifications. The past and present combine through religious and 
medieval imagery, which is recurrent and eroticised, and becomes as important 
as it is in previous novels by the same author, particularly A paixão [1965] 
(Faria, 2013) and Cavaleiro andante [1983] (Faria, 2015), although is especially 
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visible in this one. 
Whenever my mother dragged me to Mass at Uregueira church every other 

Sunday, I remembered Justina when the priest chanted, ‘Take and eat; this is my 
body. Take and drink; this is my blood’. My religion was made of fluids and ef-
fluvium, heat and tremors of the teacher's body, whose qualities I never ceased to 
admire (p. 76). 

The reflection on being and doing, i.e, an ethical dimension, is combined with 
the aesthetic, in which the inspiration of magical realism meshes with the tradi-
tional pool of Portuguese imagery. For example, in the revival of popular prov-
erbs, superstitions and beliefs (“everybody knows that if a baby comes close to 
an animal’s snout, it risks acquiring a stutter” (p. 32) or in the use of “racy say-
ings”: 

A meloa e a mulher, pelo perfume se conhecem [A cantaloupe and a 
woman are known by their scent.]. À boa e à má, fofa almofada [Whether 
good or bad, women deserve pampering]. Mulher de raça não se exibe em 
praça [A woman of class is discreet]. Mulher que entristece, de homem 
padece [A sad woman needs a man]. A mulher muito doce, não a comer 
logo toda [A very sweet woman should not be devoured whole] (p. 155). 

Popular magic is also linked to bodily perception which, sometimes, assumes 
ghostly appearance: 

At that moment I heard a hiss, and out of the tree came a hideous man's 
head with a moustache and snake’s body. Very well, I thought, I'm in trou-
ble. After all, my confessor was right. God sees everything, even my hand 
between the teacher's thighs (pp. 73-74). 

These monsters, which occasionally appear throughout the novel and are re-
produced in the seven drawings by Mário Botas that introduce the chapters, 
show the aggressiveness of the form while bringing all such representations to 
life. They are not subject to a reflective approach. All explanation and language 
cease. Representation is without meaning. The power of these images derives 
from the fact that they go against the nature and the illusion of the immediate. 

The magic and symbolic power of the number seven, commonly found in oral 
literature, are also revived and repeated, from the seven fragments unified by the 
character Daniel João in author’s first novel Rumor branco [1962] (Faria, 2012) 
to the declaration of the importance of the number seven in the epigraph of O 
conquistador (“El número siete, hijo mío, es un número muy importante, ya lo 
verás” - Camilo José Cela), and the novel’s seven chapters, ending with the 
Seven-Sisters that, in the final lines, shroud Sebastião in a protective halo: “Seven 
stars revolve around me, as if I were a sun. They are the Pleiades, part of the 
Taurus constellation, and suddenly I am reassured by the evidence that those 
Seven-Sisters will guide me through life and defend me from an early death” (p. 
185). 

O conquistador is a novel of national remembrance, much like the author’s 
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other novels, particularly Lusitânia [1980] (Faria, 2014) and Cavaleiro andante 
[1983] (Faria, 2015), which take place during the Portuguese revolutionary pe-
riod of 1974/75. However, its main focus is not Portuguese identity or even the 
(im)possibility of its existence. The demystification of myths rather generates an 
active image that connects the past and present and surpasses the individual 
sphere. As such, if the choice of the first-person narrative expresses individual 
experience, contrastingly, the careful selection of certain situations offers some-
thing more common. From the symbolic exemplariness of the individual and his 
errant encounters with the world, from which he expects to find himself, we find 
a value of collective sharing via the ramblings of an individual who attempts to 
discover his origins through contact with different alterities (gender, space, ways 
of living). In the words of Boaventura de Sousa Santos, “The Hidden One is the 
image of ignorance of ourselves reflected in a complacent mirror” (Santos, 1994: 
p. 50), which seem to be in such synchrony with this novel. 

Like Don Juan, Sebastião sees every woman in the abstraction of femininity. If 
we use the same distinction that Kierkegaard uses in Either/Or by Kierkegaard 
(1970) to describe the main character’s love for his Paris clients, his “sensual 
love”, being undifferentiated, would oppose “chivalrous love” towards a person. 
Although the term may be unfortunate in Guy Vogelweith’s opinion (Vogelweith, 
1981: p. 82), it expresses the impersonal or superficial nature of dedication, 
unlike the character of Clara, the foreigner, who stands out from other women 
due to the special complexity of her life which echoes the new, the “enlightened 
rationality”, contrary to the world in which Sebastião was raised. 

Whilst being a type of knowledge that involves a form of self-analysis which 
brings out the unconscious, the myth also enables the identification with com-
mon objects. In the novel, the journey exemplifies this aspect well, representing 
learning, erotic experience and, at the same time, a common reality in Portugal, 
the clandestine journey, “leap-like”, abroad, to escape war and military service 
during dictatorship. 

The more metafictional myth of Paris, commonly found in Portuguese litera-
ture, is revived in relation to Sebastião’s exile (the theme of separation, whether 
romantic or not, is a dominant feature in Almeida Faria’s work). A city shrouded 
in myth since the Enlightenment and the French Revolution, Paris shares the 
ambiguity of being identified in Portuguese imagery with freedom, vice and, at 
the same time, refuge. Foreshadowing both exile and paradise, the city offers the 
chance of renewal and metamorphosis, with the relatively symbolic repercussions 
of paradise lost that allows a renaissance. 

This myth is also inverted or demystified. If the characters in Lusitânia and 
Cavaleiro andante exchange letters between different continents while the uni-
verse to be enlightened is always Portugal, in O conquistador, Paris is unable to 
solve the crucial issue of the search for identity, symbolically represented by 
travel. After a while, happiness becomes a poisoned chalice, as it does not seem 
suited to the hero. 
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This is perhaps why all the erotic errancy, which is described using humour 
and satire, is of no use, except for the protagonist to return to square one. With 
no irony whatsoever, the inconclusive end of O conquistador demonstrates the 
search for the individual’s identity. The novel, as the narrative modus of a 
Bildungsroman, is constructed as an anti-epic: “As much as I have enjoyed the 
journey of past years, I must admit that they have only brought me back to the 
point from whence I departed. And I am not just referring to geography; the in-
ner journey has progressed even less. I still don’t know who I am” (p. 179). 

The place of punishment now shifts to the character in the form of their double. 
The intimate drama combines with an ontological deficit of the protagonist that 
extends to Portuguese society. 

Almeida Faria uses the myths’ symbolic impact and appearance of an epic or 
logical achievement to undertake an ironic deconstruction, not only of national 
myths in the search for self-knowledge—less mystifying and glorious, but more 
emancipatory and self-critical—but also of literary myths, revealing lands bathed 
in magic, lands of legend and prodigies. For Almeida Faria “mythology is an 
endless source of fascination because it was created by man” (Faria, 1983: pp. 
16-17). According to Gonzalo Torrente Ballester, in the words he wrote for the 
prologue of his book, Don Juan (Torrente Ballester, 1963) was inspired by a re-
action against realism. With its dreamlike, imaginative and symbolic character, 
O conquistador demonstrates that it never escapes from the domain of realism, 
instead it is a transcription of the real and another revelation of being. The novel 
thus lends strangeness to the familiar and imbues the marvellous with the com-
monplace, offering no opposition between mythos and logos, imagination and 
reason, poetry and logic, embodying the delicate balance between the fantastic 
and real. 

3. Conclusion 

The reference to prevailing myths exemplifies to what extent they live on in 
contemporary literature. In the work of Almeida Faria myths become important 
devices to address effectively challenging subjects and become a powerful meta-
phor to trackle specific issues in Portuguese contemporary society. Revisiting the 
tragic dimension means a new twist of the myth in a contemporary setting. 
Almeida Faria, just like Mozart and also against his century, restored the super-
natural aura of the afterlife, creating a narrative formula that differed from that 
usually found in 20th-century literature. Like Mozart, Sebastião’s/Don Juan’s 
sensuality and eager womanising are intensified, with a hero in love with every 
woman in the world, and free of the tedium and erotic fatigue we see in con-
temporary works. In fact, there are many types of women in Almeida Faria’s 
novel. It is a yearning for knowledge through erotic experience that this Portu-
guese Don Juan represents so well. The similarity to the works of the mid and 
late-20th century can be seen in the parody by which the hero is seduced, another 
example of how the hunted catches the hunter. However, reducing the myth to a 
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type, making Sebastião a seducer, or, in other words, focussing only on the as-
pect of his relationship with women, is to forget the mythical function, which 
has to do with a certain philosophy of life or society. It would be interesting to 
analyze further new reinterpretations of the myth that mix classic Western tradi-
tion with local cultural aspects outside of European culture as in the example of 
Caribbean culture specifically with the musical by Walcott and MacDermot 
(1974). 
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Abstract 
The abduction of Chibok girls on April 14, 2014, signaled the worse form of 
attack on any educational facility in Nigeria; an attack which was coordinated 
and carried out by the Boko Haram sect with the sole aim of instituting an Is-
lamic form of governance in Nigeria. Amidst the outpouring of anguish and 
condemnation in Nigeria and around the world, the Boko Haram insurgents 
were quick to claim responsibility by stating “We selected the school for the 
attack because the government is targeting our families and friends,” “We 
want them to feel our pain” (THISDAY, April 16, 2014). The attack took a 
brutish trend from which a growing number of educational institutions have 
been targeted in terrorist attacks in recent times. Opinion leaders, legal ex-
perts, scholars, and other stakeholders reacted to the menace by outrightly 
condemning it. Helon Habila’s response was the crafting of a literary text ti-
tle: The Chibok Girls: The Boko Haram kidnappings and Islamic Militancy in 
Nigeria. This novel is a biting critique of the state of insecurity in Nigeria and 
a form of expose on the nation’s security apparatus. Therefore, this paper’s 
focus is to critically examine the novel from the perspective of language use, 
power play, and ideological projection. To achieve this aim, the research adopts 
the theory of Critical Discourse Analysis which focuses on the representation 
of ethnic groups and minorities by integrating general discourse into the dis-
course of news in the press to authenticate cases of news reports at both the 
national and international level. Data for the study were elicited from the 
novel and subjected to a thorough linguistic analysis. 
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1. Introduction 

Boko Haram insurgency has continued to ravage the Nigerian society despite the 
government’s efforts to curb the menace through the provision of security and 
logistics by means of intelligence gathering in the affected areas. Nigerian nor-
theastern region has been under constant attacks from the sect group. The 
height of the crisis was the attack on the school facility on the 14th of April 2014. 
The outcry generated by that attack led to the publication of the novel under fo-
cus. That novel which captures the events through the lenses of journalistic 
composition in the form of news reportage is a piece of firsthand information on 
the circumstances surrounding the brutal attack on the school facility and by ex-
tension on the education of the girl-child in Nigerian society. The northern part 
of the country still views the education of a female child as something of less 
priority. It rather thrives on the belief that a female child is more of an object of 
procreation than an instrument of societal development through quality educa-
tion. It is important to note that to educate a girl child means to train her mind, 
character, and abilities. Education is a fundamental human right that should be 
availed to every girl child irrespective of age and nationality. The importance of 
education in the life of a girl child can never be over-emphasized. In both spiri-
tual and temporal mundane aspects of human existence, education is para-
mount. It is the light that shows the way by removing the darkness of ignorance; 
the salt that gives the taste of life; the medicine that cures and the key which 
opens doors. The greatest favour a girl child can get is “to get an education” and 
“to give others education”. But the plight of the female child in Africa with re-
gards to the acquisition of education is worrisome. Offorma (2009: p. 27) ob-
serves that: 

In Ethiopia, girls are sometimes abducted for marriage when they are no 
more than eight years. In West Africa, they are recruited from poor rural 
families to work as domestic servants in coastal cities or even neighbouring 
countries. In Nigeria it is very difficult to find a house help today. This is be-
cause there is awareness of the values of education, and parents do not give 
out their children anymore as house helps. In South Africa, a recent report by 
Human Rights Watch warns that sexual violence and abuse are hampering 
girls’ access to education. In Afghanistan, they have simply been barred from 
school under the Taliban regime. According to Guttman (a UNESCO course 
journalist), customs, poverty, fear and violence are the reasons why girls still 
account for 60% of the estimated 113 million out-of-school children, and 
majority live in sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia. 

With the above alarming report and coupled with the daily frightening activi-
ties of the Boko Haram in the north, the future of the girl child when it comes to 
education is hanging on a balance. Despite the efforts of the government at 
curbing the menace of the sect, there seems to be an increasing number of 
members and for the fear of being killed or kidnapped, children especially girls 
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are kept in their houses, and they are prevented from going to school. The 
memories of the Chibok girls continue to torment the parents and relations of 
the abducted girls and for others, it is better and safer to be at home than to be 
kidnapped while in the search for western education which according to the 
Boko Haram members is “a sin”. The leadership of the Boko Haram sect keeps 
tormenting the people especially in the Northeastern part of the country as Ebim 
(2021: p. 112) observes “The Boko Haram sect has constituted a serious menace 
not only to the Nigerian society, but to the entire West African sub-region. The 
leadership of the organization ranging from the late Mohammed Yusuf to the 
“late” Abubakar Shekau has proved to be highly illusive to the Nigerian security 
network. While it has been proved beyond reasonable doubt that the founder of 
the Boko Haram sect, Mohammed Yusuf had been captured and killed by the 
Nigerian security agencies, the second in command who later took over the 
mantle of leadership from Yusuf has been presented by the media as an immor-
tal being. 

2. Literary Journalism: An Overview 

In the novel, “The Chibok Girls” the story of the kidnap of the Chibok girls from 
a school facility is captured in the form of a novel. The journalistic portrayal of 
this novel looks amazing and sometimes confusing to most readers considering 
the fact that it deviates from the usual style and form of chapterization of a 
novel. In this segment of the research, we take a tour into the world of journalis-
tic novels. The aim is to examine what others had done in that area of literary 
composition and to see how the story of the kidnap of the Chibok girls fits into 
the novel style of journalistic narrative. 

Journalists and journalism have been the source of inspiration for many nov-
elists. Some examine the institution itself, finding compelling narratives in the 
story of how news is reported. Others reiterate why the fourth estate matters; 
still others provide cautionary tales for why journalistic excesses can lead to a 
grim place. And another group finds the power in the lives of writers: how their 
job affects their home lives, their perceptions of the world, and their ability to 
function. Here’s a look at a dozen disparate takes on the media, spanning from 
the 19th century on into the near future. 

Katherine Boo’s (2012), Behind the Beautiful Forevers is a depiction of a 
writer who is found hidden from for more than three years in a makeshift set-
tlement. He x-rayed some of the hidden activities of the Indian lower class. The 
writer portrays suffering and poverty with empathy by means of dramatic narra-
tives embellished in a poverty-stricken society where people struggle daily to 
earn a living. Boo achieved his aim through journalistic reportage captured in 
the form of a novel. 

Isabel Wilkerson’s (2010) The Warmth of Other Suns is an expose’ of the ac-
tivities of three individuals through the journalistic lenses of the writer who 
brings lyrical form of writing and deep reportage to what the author accurately 
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views as perhaps the biggest underreported story of the 20th century, the great 
migration. 

David Gran’s (2017) Killers of the Flower Moon is a forensic reportage on the 
murders of the Osage tribe in Oklahoma in the 1920s at the discovery of oil in 
the region. The writer conjures both innocent and evil characters based on the vast 
records and interviews conducted with the surviving members of the family. The 
novel through journalistic conjecturing reveals graphic details of the activities of 
the FBI that was deployed to Osage county to investigate mysterious death. 

Adrian Nicole LeBlanc’s (2003) Random Family shows the author as one 
spending over a decade with two women and their families who were struggling 
to survive in the Bronx. The author creates a panoramic portrait of city life at the 
turn of the century. Robert Caro’s (2012) The Passage of Power captures the 
story of the assassination of the former U.S president J.F Kennedy and the as-
cension of LBJ to the presidency. Being a journalist of over 45 years, Caro 
tracked down the details by relocating from New York to Washington. The re-
sult is the journalistic masterpiece in the form of a novel. The author renewed 
the story of the Kennedy’s assassination in the novel. 

Ta-Nehisi Coates’ (2015) Between the World and Me is an epistolary novel 
blended with personal history and the history of America in form of a reportage. 
The book reframes the experiences of the blacks in the American society. Law-
rence Wright’s (2013) Going Clear is a combination of entertainment reportage 
and a scientific experimentation. It is an expose’ of scientology and its firm grip 
on Hollywood. Emmanuel Carrère’s (2000) The Adversary is a crime and foren-
sic reportage in a novel form. It accounts for the double lifestyles of a French 
man who loves under deceit and when his lies crumbled on him, he ended up 
killing his family members. 

Patrick Radden Keefe’s (2018) Say Nothing through journalistic reportage 
captures the happenings in Northern Ireland. It traces the unresolved mysteries 
of the disappearances and suspected murders in the area. The story is built 
around the fascinating character portraits of IRA members. The novel is a mur-
der mystery. Jill Leovy’s (2015) Ghetto side investigates the murders of black 
men in the city of Los Angeles and the role of Los Angeles Police Department 
LAPD in resolving such. Robert Kolker’s (2020) Hidden Valley Road is a scien-
tific expose on the mystery of schizophrenia. The novelist through journalistic 
endeavour did a historical assessment of the disorder by using a family that has 
been worse hit by the ailment. 

Barbara Demick’s (2009) Nothing to Envy chronicles the account of the lives 
of six North Korean citizens focusing on a period of 15 years. It covers the era of 
the death of Kim-Il Sung and the rise to power of Kim-Jong Il. The central the-
matic preoccupation of the novel is forbidden love-a romance that reveals how 
tyranny can hardly squelch the emotions of human beings. In The Future is 
History by Masha Geshen (2018) the writer through journalistic approach pre-
sents a chilling story of the incursion of totalitarianism into the Russian society. 
The writer achieved through the extensive reportage of the lives of four young 
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men who were born the supposed dawn of democracy but who rather found 
themselves in a society that prefers the old order and gradually falls back on the 
status quo ante. 

Under the Banner of Heaven by John Krakauer (2003) intertwines the story of 
the church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints in Utah. It is a chilling journalis-
tic revelation of the murder perpetrated by two fundamentalists Mormons in the 
name of God. In How the World Is Passed by Clint Smith (2021), the author 
through journalistic, essayistic tour the writer examines the ills of black mal-
treatment in America. The writer was obsessed with the story of slavery in his 
neighbourhood and decided to take up the challenge. He investigated the way in 
which echoes of slavery are being reckoned in the present American society. The 
novel is a journalistic travelogue and a blend of fresh reportage and lyrical 
meditation. 

2.1. Helon Habila’s the Chibok Girls as a Journalistic Novel 

The novel reads more like a faction—a genre of literature that shares close cha-
racteristics with the autobiography where facts and life issues are presented can-
didly rather than from the writer’s imagination. Ernest Emenyonu defines fac-
tion, a sub-genre of non-fictional prose as “the art of juxtaposing facts, real and 
identifiable, with fiction” (133). Completely devoid of the rosy-coloured lenses 
of the fictive genre, Faction depends on the facts of life which links it to histori-
cal antecedents. 

The very title of the novel The Chibok Girls is a bold and globally recognized 
reminder of the horrors of the Boko haram insurgents in Nigeria in the year 
2014 when 276 female students of Government Girls Secondary school were 
carted away by the deadly Boko Haram terrorists in the small town of Chibok, 
Maiduguri, Nigeria. Thus, The Chibok Girls can rightly be classified as historical 
prose, as the incidents and places mentioned bear historical authenticity to the 
socio-political setting under which it was written. 

Writing from an eyewitness point of view, Habila, a seasoned journalist, and 
an acclaimed novelist grants his readers first-hand insights into the dangerously 
uncertain landscape of Chibok which hitherto had been ravaged by Boko Haram 
terrorists. Habila’s melancholic description of the city, its traumatized villagers 
and the bleak aura that grips it points at a situation in dire need of drastic meas-
ures. Unquestionably therefore, Habila’s ultimate purpose is to communicate to 
the world, Nigeria’s feeble attempt at combating the terrorist movement whilst 
at the same time sharing the stories of three Chibok escapees and the despair and 
misery of the Chibok villagers. As such, it is through this backdrop that the pa-
per engages Habila’s narrative in the light of insurgency, the challenges of inse-
curity and religious extremism. 

2.2. Issues of Insurgence, Insecurity and Religious Extremism 

Between July 2009 and present, the Nigerian nation has been rocked with the 
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nightmarish tensions and violent seizures of most of its Northern territories by 
Boko Haram insurgents. Denounced for its notoriety in suicide bombings, pil-
lage and bloodshed and pinned as a Foreign Terrorist Organization by the U.S 
State Department, the group “Boko Haram” is aptly named and driven by an ir-
rational ideology which is abhorrent of western education and western ways of 
life; hence, its deadly attacks on Western institutions. From churches to schools, 
hospitals, farmlands, homesteads, and market squares no part of the Nigerian 
society seems to have been spared its heinous attacks. Its pool of recruits; shift-
less Almajiri boys (Koranic students) and other cranks function as suicide bomb-
ers for the sect. 

The Boko Haram group is believed to have close links with ISIS, AQUIM 
(Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb, the Nigerian Taliban amongst others. Spon-
sored by terrorist organizations and individuals, the group not only raises funds 
through ransom payments but as Habila (2016: p. 21) records, by raiding banks 
“mostly in rural areas, hauling away millions of naira, which they use to sponsor 
their insurgency”. As such, they are well financed to purchase and equip their 
men with sophisticated ammunition, explosives and an intelligence network that 
makes mockery of the Nigerian Police Force and the military’s security systems. 
In Chapter one entitled “Professor Americana,” Habila stresses this point as the 
Nigerian Police Head Quarters is bombed by Boko Haram member, Mohammed 
Manga Habila (2016: p. 20). The stark implication here is that Habila brings to 
our notice the paralyzing deterioration of the country’s security outfit. 

Tunji Adegboyega’s article in The Nation (2016: p. 11) daily reports that “Ni-
geria has committed too many resources to fight insecurity without significant 
result.” Undoubtedly, its either Nigeria’s security institutions are purchasing 
outdated arsenals that can by no means measure up to the sophisticated weapo-
nry the insurgents wield; or a case of diversion of funds; hence, the protracted 
battle with the scourge. It appears therefore, that the rise in insurgence can be 
attributed to Nigeria’s rife culture of corruption and mismanagement of public 
funds. Habila recalls that: 

National Security Adviser Sambo Dasuki is currently on trial for allegedly 
misappropriating billions of dollars budgeted for purchasing weapons and 
helicopters for the fight against terror” (2016: p. 75). 

Clearly, this is a setback that appears to have retarded the sporadic progress of 
the troops who significantly have tried to recapture several Boko haram territo-
ries. Their frustration with the present government’s insensitivity is captured 
succinctly in the following dialogue between the writer and a livid soldier: 

“You people think say we are here to play? I dey here for this bush fighting 
Boko Haram for two years now. Two years I no see my family… four 
months we have been here without salary, our friends are killed by Boko 
Haram, and I am sick. Four months no pay…” (2016: p. 15). 

Clearly, this dialogue is an eloquent pointer to the inefficiencies plaguing the 
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Nigerian system and portrays the government’s lackadaisical attitude in the fight 
against Boko Haram. Habila is quick to also notice the lack of development in 
the region as an impediment to winning the war; “…the lack of good roads in 
Borno state made it hard to fight Boko Haram, as almost all of them were un-
tarred and impassable… the militants could traverse freely on foot or on their 
motor bikes” (2016: p. 46); despite the curfew and the patrolling troops. Ob-
viously, the many checkpoints in Chibok testify to military presence which gives 
out hope of stability and a false sense of peace, however, Habila informs, that 
there is an uneasy calm that broods over the town knowing that right on its 
fringes lie the Sambisa forest - the hideout of the Boko Haram rebels. 

The rebellious Boko Haram group has proven to have a legendary record of 
always resurrecting after crushing defeats in least expected places. In the first 
chapter, “Professor Americana” Habila lists out an array of despicable crimes af-
ter crimes committed by the group. One such, is the murder of fifty-nine 
schoolboys in FGC Bundi, Yadi, Yobe state, just before the Chibok kidnap. Like 
the Chibok kidnapping, “they came in pick-up trucks at around 9:00 at night 
and threw explosives into the boys’ dorm rooms, then shot and stabbed the boys 
as they tried to escape” (2016: p. 22). Abubakkar Shekau, its infamous leader was 
professed to have said in a 2012 video that; “I enjoy killing anyone that God 
commands me to kill, the way I enjoy killing chickens and rams” (2016: p. 20). 

Shekau’s statements are understandably driven by not only ethnic discrimina-
tion fueled by a jihadist determination to eliminate infidels (non-Muslim) but 
also an anticolonial fanaticism to rid Nigeria’s North of British institutions and 
Judeo-Christian presence and introduce the Sharia law. At present, the Sharia 
justice system is fully operational in twelve northern states, and this has spawned 
antagonism between the Christians and Muslims in the North. 

Consequently, the spate of violence and deaths have so increased in the North, 
that almost every resident has been dealt a cruel blow by the insurgents. Their 
tragic stories of loss and death dot chapter two of Habila’s narrative. The au-
thor’s conversations with the villagers in this chapter aptly titled “The Day They 
Took the Girls” consistently sustain that tone of sadness, pity and fear. Listen in 
on how the kidnap of the Chibok girls led to gruesome deaths and harrowing 
conditions of broken parents: 

“…How are they coping?” He sighed and shook his head. “It is sad. A few 
of them have died. They developed high blood pressure and all sorts of ail-
ments”. (2016: p. 28) 

Assaulted by psychological afflictions; “…another father had disappeared and 
couldn’t be found for days. He was discovered wandering in the hills, shouting 
his daughter’s name…He had lost his mind…if you saw some of the parents 
walking in the village, it was as if there was no blood in their body (2016: p. 74). 

The Moslems have also not escaped the horrors of the Boko Haram menace as 
Mallam Kyari, a chief Imam shares his agony with Habila; “They now even kill 
Muslims, they throw bombs in mosques while people are praying” (2016: p. 43). 
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Boko Haram’s unbroken history of savagery in the Northern region is graphi-
cally detailed on every page of the novel and captured in language that is con-
versational which shows Habila’s directness of purpose. In construction and 
discourse style, Habila resorts to dialogues, particularly the interview mode which 
allows his readers direct access to the participants involved. It is through the inter-
view mode, therefore, that we can empathize with the victims and their families. 
Notice how, by engaging Rev. Philip Madu, Habila presents a grim frankness on 
what transpired the night the Chibok girls were kidnapped. Hear him: 

“Before that night, these things have been happening in neighbouring vil-
lages, kidnappings and killings. In Kwaga close by, in one Sunday, they 
killed over fifty Christians. In other neighbouring villages as well. They 
burned down houses and killed people. Until it got to the fourteenth of 
April 2014… We heard the gun shots going on and on…What happened 
affected me directly. They took two of my brother’s daughters. My brother 
– same father, same mother. Up to now we haven’t received any news of 
them” (2016: p. 26). 

It is also through Habila’s interrogation of the girls (Hauwa, Ladi and Juliana) 
that we can imaginatively replay the actual events of April 14, 2014 and how the 
trio escaped that night: 

“Did they talk to you in the truck?” “No, they kept calling us infidels, that’s 
all” “We jumped down and started running into the bush. We ran for 
hours.” Ladi reports (2016: p. 83). 

Not only does the interview technique advance the plot of the novel, it sells 
Habila’s message from a convincing angle which rightly authenticates the events 
of that day as it was then believed to have been a hoax. Thus, Habila’s novel 
brings to our notice the magnitude of evil the group has wreaked on the coun-
try’s northern region. It raises salient questions about the hope for future devel-
opment and the stability of the north as the Boko Haram scourge continues to 
hound the region, further plunging it into a state of stagnation. 

As such disturbing issues like insecurity, religious extremism, deprivation, 
forced marriage, unemployment, vandalism, economic stagnation, displacement, 
kidnapping, and deaths are projected by the writer in a way to provoke deep 
thinking. 

3. Findings and Conclusions 

The story reveals that the anti-education members of the Boko Haram propelled 
the sect members to kidnap the schoolgirls. The writer who grew up in a Chris-
tian dominated family recalls that Islam is a tolerant faith capable of accommo-
dating other faiths. According to him, members of the Boko Haram sect consti-
tute a radical sect that has the intention of Islamizing the Nigerian state. He 
gives a graphical illustration of his findings in the reportage as captured in the 
text below: 
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“As Habila moves to the affected areas by Boko Haram, he would often 
pause and give some background history of the dreaded sect, their early be-
ginnings, who they are, what they supposedly stand for and the beginning 
of their terrorist activities. The early introduction does not only tell us who 
they are, but places the group in their exact geographical locations, an in-
formation not known to many Nigerians, not even to those living in the ar-
eas. Habila also pauses in his movements to narrate events one would have 
heard in the media briefly. Events that had happened before the kidnapping 
of the Chibok girls, but which had not attracted that much public, or media 
attention, for instance, the invasion of a Federal Government College in the 
town of Buni Yadi, in Yobe State, February 25, 2014, where 59 boys were 
murdered in cold blood. It was an event that happened two months before 
the kidnap of the Chibok girls” (2016: p. 96). 

As the narration progresses, the writer tries to recontextualize the political 
narrative of his country by showcasing the various societal ills such as: criminal-
ity, robberies, religious intolerance, and kidnapping. As someone who is ade-
quately armed with the knowledge of the prevalent bad behaviours of the people 
in his society, Habila recounts the ills of his country in a grimed atmosphere. For 
instance, the death of a Chief Imam and the subsequent ascension of his young 
son into that position is a metaphoric depiction of the deadly situation that the 
Boko Haram sect has plunged to the country. It is also a clear indication that the 
crises generated by the Boko Haram sect are not a religious one but rather pro-
jection of a certain ideology by members of the sect. There is an Islamic belief 
that anyone who commits murder should face the same penalty, but the Boko 
Haram sect members seem to have jettisoned this belief with the incessant kill-
ings of fellow Muslims. 

The narrative of escapism in the novel is a closed up shot of some sort to the 
Boko Haram kidnap and escape of some of the Chibok girls. The mystificatory 
nature of the narrative is enveloped in the selective persona that the author 
chose to interact with in the text. The horror of the narrative of the experience of 
the escaped girls and their parents remains a realistic depiction of the entire 
scenario involved in the kidnap saga. The novel remains a narrative that engages 
the reader and carries him/her on a tortuous journey. The reader is made to 
share in the pain of the kidnapped girls and by extension the pains of the parents 
and their family members. The consciousness of the reader is awakened consid-
ering the grievous nature of the pains experienced by the victims of the kidnap. 
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Abstract 
Isḥāq Ibrāhīm ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī, or as he is called in Hebrew, “Abraham ibn 
Sahl,” is a unique literary phenomenon, who, based on the mysterious literary 
situation that surrounded him, made many critics unable to judge him! As a 
result, he did not receive the due attention from the crowds of researchers! 
Therefore, our study is distinctive as it seeks to present and explain this lite-
rary situation in such a way that has never been addressed before. He is an 
Andalusian poet and thinker who lived in the capital of the Andalusian state 
in the initial phases of its establishment, and coped with the problem of his 
Jewish origin and conversion to Islam. Unlike the Jewish-Arab poets in An-
dalusia who wrote in Hebrew-Arabic (Arabic in Hebrew) as was the common 
norm, Ibn Sahl wrote in Arabic. This rather complex situation in addition to 
the double standards in the character of Ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī made his poetry 
appear vague. Ibn Sahl, thus, resorted to different techniques to veil his true 
self. He, for example, used religious and historical masks, and his poetry was 
generally full of motifs, symbols and mystery. In other words, he employed 
dozens of symbols and masks in his poetry, among which the mask of “Mos-
es” emerged. The study examined this mask from a variety of aspects. It re-
gards this mask as a Jewish symbol through which the poet instilled his con-
stant nostalgia for his original religion, i.e. Judaism. It also considers the pos-
sibility that Moses may be a symbol of tolerant heavenly religions, especially 
since his character presents subjects with which the Qur’an and the Torah in-
tersect. In addition, this study looks into Moses as a character that is likely to 
represent a realistic terrestrial lover. And the fourth course of this study em-
braces the interpretation that Moses may be a Ṣūfī earthly mask intended to 
spread nostalgia for the greatest adoration, i.e. “God”, in the way of Muḥyi 
Eddīn ibn al-Arabī as displayed in his Turjumān Al Ashwāq. 
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1. Introduction 

This study points out that despite the simplicity of his father, some of members 
of this family were very active in the spheres of literature and culture. Although 
Ibrāhīm ibn Sahl was born as Jewish, he nonetheless was passionately fond of 
Arabic and managed to memorize the whole Qur’an, many Islamic major sources, 
the rules of Arabic grammar, and fifteen different meters of Arabic at an early 
age. Later on, Ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī was educated by many famous Arab scholars 
and sculptors. 

The theme of the courtship, wooing or love characterized the poetry of Ibn 
Sahl al-Isrā’īlī, to the extent that his critics focused their notes on the subject of 
love only, thus making him hostage to this subject and of course to his Jewish-
ness. Obviously, Ibn Sahl has built a great deal of his poetry which denotes the 
theme of Ṣūfī love on the grounds of poems popular in Arab-Islamic culture. 
The theme of mysticism which he expressed in an implied manner was a “simu-
lation” and a “recreation” of trendy literature in his time. It may also be unders-
tood through the verses of Ibn Sahl that there is a Ṣūfī lover, who coalesces all 
types of love and regards all Abrahamic (Ḥanīfī) faiths on an equal footing. Its 
attainment occurs by heart and love. The poet’s heart and love are a path, as he 
says, to reach the Lord of the two Ḥanīfī or Abrahamic religions in which he be-
lieves: Judaism and Islam. 

2. Ibn Sahl’s Early Life 

Abū Isḥāq Ibrāhīm ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī al-Ishbīlī is regarded one of the prominent 
Jewish poets who was a pioneer in writing in Arabic. His ancestors and fellow 
writers and poets, however, used to write in Arabic-Hebrew, or as what some 
have termed Jewish Arabic. His Jewish father seemed to have been a simple per-
son to the extent that Ibrāhīm was named after his grandfather, Sahl, rather than 
after his father. Some citations referred to his father as “Abu Al’aysh” (father of 
living) without indicating his proper name. As his biography indicates, he was 
born in Seville in Andalusia. Thus, he is Ibn Sahl Abu Al’aysh al-Isrā’īlī al-Ishbīlī. 

All in all, his family was known in Spain, despite the simplicity of his father 
and the absence of his name from references. The reason, as reviewers moni-
tored, lies in the fact that some family members were very active in the spheres 
of literature and culture. Unlike Ibrāhīm, Yusuf ibn Sahl and Suleiman ibn Sahl, 
also poets, preferred to reside in the Christian part of Spain. According to some 
researchers, their choice was related to religious dictates imposed on them (Tobi, 
2006: p. 319). 
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Although Ibrāhīm ibn Sahl was born as Jewish, he nonetheless was passio-
nately fond of Arabic. Owing to his Jewish roots, he was not allowed to partici-
pate in Muslim prayers and to visit scientific workshops held in mosques. It was 
reported that he used to wait outside these workshops and at mosque terraces to 
hear from afar what was given. In view of that, he managed to memorize the 
whole Qur’an in addition to many Islamic major sources, the rules of Arabic 
grammar, and fifteen different meters of Arabic poetry known as ‘Arūd or boḫūr 
collected and explained by al-Farāhīdī (Al-Ishbīlī, 1998: p. 2). 

As for the process of his education, Ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī was educated by many 
famous Arab scholars and sculptors. He, for example, was tutored by the famous 
Arab grammarian Abū ‘Ali al-Shlubīnī and Abu al-Ḥassan al-Bāghdadī. His 
starting position was marked by writing Al-Muwashshah (muwaššaḥ) a literally 
type of literature combing both an Arabic poetic form and a secular musical ge-
nre in addition to classical Arabic poetry at an early age. He contacted a group of 
famous Andalusian poets such as Abu al-Ḥassan bin Said, who accompanied his 
journey in Andalusia (ibid. 2). 

Ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī is known to have approached the theme of “love,” in his 
poetry where he courted a character called “Moses” (Mūsā). Critics have differed 
concerning Ibn Sahl’s dealing with this character. Some critics regard it a male 
figure influenced by the love of men love men inspired by the same type of love 
practiced by Abū Nuwās, the famous classical Arab poet. However, this assump-
tion is weakened when the lover turns into a “winery” instead of Mūsā. Other 
critics see it as a typical male figure with total absented details (Al-Arees, 2005: 
p. 183). The latter approach offers another direction of interpretation assuming 
that Mūsā or the typical masculine lover may be one symbol of al-jowāniyya1 
(the interiority), adopted by Ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī, as we will illustrate later. 

Ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī wrote a huge number of poems in Arabic, yet many of his 
works and writings were lost. What was left was collected by scholars in his 
book, Dīwān ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī (Schirmann, 1960: p. 22). Most reference books 
of the time affirm unanimously that Ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī converted to Islam and, 
consequently, he gained a prestigious status and was surrounded by an aura of 
fame in the Andalusian literary sphere. Ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī became a court poet in 
the palaces of the rulers for a short time. After the fall of Seville, he moved to live 
in the kingdom of Ibn Khalās where he continued to write poetry. He remained 
there until he eventually drowned at sea in one of his travels when he was 40 
years old (Al-Zayyāt, 1990: p. 306). These references documented his short life as 
being pregnant with luxury, pleasures, and well-being in the palaces of rulers 
and princes. Describing this type of life of Ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī, his comrade, the 
poet Ibn Sa’ad, says, 

I studied with him a long time and we initiated the kinds of pleasures of our 
consciences, and he was a fan of the target of our passion, the collection of 
our pleasures and wishes at Al-Fidhiyya Marj (The Silver Meadow,) 

 

 

1Al-jowāniyya is a certain philosophy appreciating the interior of things rather than the exterior. 
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Al-’Arūs (the Bride), As-Sultāniyya and Shintabos. We are hardly free to 
watch in those roles and palaces; and the youth remained elongated, and 
the desire of the soul there is restricted, and with us were the faces-artists 
that help the minds, and bring from the beauties and the creative works 
with all types of things. (Isa, 1991)2 

The leading role of the poet Sahl al-Isrā’īlī was highlighted by critics of his 
time, particularly the famous medieval critics Abu Ḥassān ibn Ḥarīq Nara (died 
1225), Abu Safwān ibn Idrīs (died 1222); Ibn Lobāl (died 1285) and Ḥāzem 
al-Qartājannī (died 1285) (Mones, 2002: p. 924). 

3. The Love Poetry of Ibn Sahl Al-Isrā’īlī: Love or Ṣūfism 

Researchers and critics collected poems written by Ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī in one 
poetry book, which was published in various editions and investigations. The 1967 
edition of Dar Sāder, Beirut, by the researcher Iḥsān Abbās (born 1920-2003), is 
the most important of all, owing to the fact that it is the first and most compre-
hensive in terms of its content. 

Through an extensive reading of this dīwān—one recognizes how much poe-
try ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī employed to talk about the subject of love, especially 
Al-Muwashshah (muwaššaḥ). In these poems, an adored man named Mūsā 
(Moses) emerged (Sarkīs, 1928: p. 9), which obliges critics to take a number of 
divert approaches: based on the common love in Andalusian poetry, Moses is 
either a figure of reality and, thus, love becomes the love of men love men; such 
type of love was common in Andalusian civilization, albeit rare. The other as-
sumption is that readers are faced with an abstract earthly personality, but its 
extensive connotations will inevitably lead readers to an allegorical- Ṣūfī mean-
ing. It is very likely that Moses may be a symbol of the Prophet Moses, and, 
therefore, of the Judaism from which ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī descended. The charac-
ter may also stand for God. In doing so, they are influenced by the writings of 
dozens of Arab-Ṣūfī figures in Andalusia, especially Ibn sib’īn, and Muḥyī 
ed-Dīn ibn al-Arabī. 

If the first is to be neutralized, based on the fact that the biography of Ibn Sahl 
al-Isrā’īlī does not suggest that he was a gay or a homosexual, the other assump-
tion will impose itself more strongly, especially since the subject of Ṣūfī love 
prevailed in the space of Andalusia. The patrons of mystic poets had talked 
about a character they flirted with, but this character symbolized “the great cos-
mic truth, i.e. God Almighty,” in the words of Ṣūfī celebrities. This is exactly 
what Muḥyī ed-Dīn ibn al-Arabī did with his lady, al-Nazzām and Omar 
al-Khayyām with ‘A’isha (Chittick, 1974: p. 67). 

Some critics have viewed Moses’ character in Ibn Sahl’s al-Isrā’īlī’s poetry as a 
real character drawn from the space of Andalusia assuming it was Mūsā bin 
‘Abdul Ṣamad, a Jewish poet contemporary with Ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī, best known 
for writing love poetry. 

 

 

2All quotations from Arabic including titles of references were translated to English by the authors. 
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Still, there is room for other opinions. Based on the popularity of employing 
Moses as a lover in some poems by some Jewish poets in Andalusia, the charac-
ter is a mere mask hinting at the eternal nostalgia for Judaism. Mūsā may be a 
poetic motif that is intended to express Judaism as a general feature shared by all 
Jewish writers in Andalusia. What supports this opinion is the fact that some of 
the poetic evidence observed in this study shows Moses as the adored character 
in other poems, too. See, for example, 

Why has Moses submitted to God when 
The flash of His light flooded and veiled him?! 
And I was shocked by Moses’ light 
If I were able to stand when I see it. 
(Abbās, 1967: p. 18) 

Moses’ love for Ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī has become a distinctive theme of his poetic 
writings. Once and more again he continues to assert that he is infatuated by the 
magic of Moses and that his fondness is ascribed to his constant depression. The 
poet always expects to win this love, but what is surprising is that Ibn Sahl 
al-Isrā’īlī persistently supposes that he is evermore indebted to Moses (Manāhel, 
1953: pp. 11-12). This type of relationship is reminiscent of the Ṣūfī monologue, 
and the relationship between the murīd and God, before the murīd reaches a 
situation in which he experiences the two ceremonies of ḥolūl and it-tiḥād. 
Through these two phases the murīd reaches his Creator, to be spiritually 
cleansed in the path of Ṣūfism until he becomes a Ṣūfī murīd. Examining Ibn 
Sahl’s poems in this respect, one realizes that his love monologues confirm this 
view. Put differently, the voice of the poem by Ibn Sahl demonstrates the spirit 
of Ṣūfism. In the following extract, Ibn Sahl does his best to exhibit the essence 
of Ṣūfism or to undergo the path leading to it. He says. 

I was shocked and I called Moses in my mind (khāṭirī) 
The Ṭūr of patience from his desertion has become as dust 
And they said I ask about him or may be his love will dominate you, 
After love is there the land of ingratitude and atheism? 
I become familiar with – May God abstain you from desertion – ornaments 
So I wrote from my poetry and tears a string. 
(Abdullah, 1988: p. 65) 

Before discussing the above lines, it must be noted that infatuation in Ṣūfī 
thought is love, and love, as Ṣūfism says, is the third case of Ṣūfī conditions, 
which is the basis of all the high conditions; it is the will, and the goal of the 
people in love is not the will, because the will is related to the Old (God) unless it 
implies coming close to God. As for the Creator’s love for His servants, it is the 
will, of course for mercy is more than will, and love is more than mercy (Lings, 
1975: pp. 45-50; Helminski, 2000: p. 52). 

In the verses above, it is difficult to determine the personality of Moses being 
mentioned, especially since the poet mobilizes many details concerning the bio-
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graphy of the Prophet Moses, for he employs the Ṭūr and ‘crushed” and “the 
land of ingratitude” and “atheism” (Al-’Arabī, 1926: p. 11). Evidently, the 
employment of these terms is reminiscent of the Quranic verse 143 in Ṣūrat 
Al-’Arāf. 

When Moses came to the place appointed by Us, and his Lord addressed him, 
He said: “O my Lord! show (Thyself) to me, that I may look upon thee.” Allah 
said: “By no means canst thou see Me (direct); But look upon the mount; if it 
abide in its place, then shalt thou see Me.” When his Lord manifested His glory 
on the Mount, He made it as dust. And Moses fell down in a swoon. When he 
recovered his senses he said: “Glory be to Thee! to Thee I turn in repentance, 
and I am the first to believe.” 

As for the verses above, Ibn Sahl says that he was shocked when he called 
Moses with his mind, and his patience collapsed in front of this call (Abdullah, 
1988: pp. 65-66). People tell him asking about Moses or his love will dominate 
him but Ibn Sahl is familiar with this path of love, for which poetry is organized, 
as he says in the last line. 

The question which arises in this regard is: Who is Moses, who shocks Ibn 
Sahl with his love, and exercises the act of such intense domination that Ibn Sahl 
has become a hostage to his love, and to whom he writes poetry? Moses, as de-
scribed above, will undoubtedly be a figure with an ideological and intellectual 
dimension, a character that seems to range from two characters: Moses the 
Prophet, confirmed by the use of Qur’anic dissonance with regard to crushing of 
the Ṭūr owing to the fear of God; the second character could be a super-spiritual 
figure or a multiple of spiritualties. Everything then submits to it just as the Ṭūr 
submits to God, as stated in the Qur’an. The second meaning reinforces the 
premise that Moses is an inclusive Ṣūfī figure whose features may seem earthly, 
but whose connotations are purely mystical. However, this poetic image places 
the reader amidst bewilderment when Ibn Sahl says, 

Moses invalidated magic in the past, 
And Moses came today with magic. 
(Al-Ishbīlī, 1998: p. 39) 

Moses the Prophet, as Ibn Sahl reckons, annulled magic long ago, but Moses 
came today with his new charm. This extract indicates evidently the presence of 
a real Moses, who has so much significance and impact that he can charm people 
(Abdul Razzāq, 1993: p. 153). But what type of magic does he use to charm 
people? What fascinates people? Does he fascinate them with his poetry or with 
his religious status? 

The extract may reflect the phenomenon of the prevarication of pretenses in-
herent in the poetry of Ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī and, thus, it cancels one interpretation 
which is the fact that Moses in question is the Prophet of God, i.e. Moses, who 
represents Judaism from which Ibn Sahl sets off and has intense passion for. But 
before we rush to the previous judgment, the extract especially the first line rais-
es another question, why does Ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī insist on employing the cha-
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racter of Moses the Prophet as opposed to the abstract Moses? There is one logi-
cal answer: his being a symbol of Judaism and continuation with it. Perhaps it is 
quite to the contrary. Moses denotes a nostalgia for Ibn Sahl’s past and Judaism. 

The critic Iḥsān Abbās adopts the second assumption above, and makes Ibn 
Sahl a lover of Moses, being a symbol of Judaism from which he stems, and 
Moses is a symbol of love as Abbās (1967: p. 17) sees it. Abbās builds his opinion 
on the criticism of Ibn Saʿīd from the Middle Ages, who believes that Ibn Sahl 
al-Isrā’īlī has managed very well to make use of evasiveness for he borrowed the 
technique of flirting with males in order to express his love for Judaism. Fur-
thermore, so as not to fall into the circle of accusation of his love of Judaism, he 
again managed very well to use an abstraction of Moses once, and Moses the 
Prophet at another time (ibid.:18). 

Is the use of the character of Moses the Prophet, which is celebrated and en-
nobled by the Islamic religion forbidden in poetry? Certainly no. Critics have 
even increased the value of poetry and literature, which debate and employ reli-
gious texts through techniques that we call “intertextuality” in the literary mod-
ernity today. This awareness was, therefore, obtained by Ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī, who 
knew very well to use the tool of masking through Moses, who became, in the 
expressions of literary modernity, a poetic mask for indirect talk about the poet’s 
orientations. 

This course of thinking supports the hypothesis of the research that Moses is 
an earthly mask expressing the poet’s Ṣūfī tendencies (Haidar, 1999: p. 11). It 
must be noted that in the era of Ibn Sahl and his present, Ṣūfī thought and the 
contents of Ṣūfī poetry spread, particularly flirting with earthly figures to reach 
the supreme beloved “God”. In this particular era, some mystics have flirted with 
a beautiful earthly lady as an inspiration for reaching the heavenly beloved. The 
famous Ṣūfī poet and thinker Muḥyī eddīn ibn al-’Arabī (1165-1240) excelled in 
this field. He lived in the same place and in the same period of time as Ibn Sahl. 
Although there is not any source that confirms any real connection between the 
two figures, communication and intellectual influence naturally did exist, espe-
cially when we talk about Ibn al-’Arabī, whom critics consider a complete school 
of Islamic mysticism, and whose thinking has greatly influenced medieval phi-
losophical and creative writing to this day. The poets were influenced by Muḥyī 
eddīn ibn al-’Arabī’s book Turjumān al-Ashwāq and his excessive flirtation with 
a lover called “The Eye of the Sun” (‘Ayn Shams). Ibn al-’Arabī approaches his 
concepts based on intellectual consideration. His writing is not subject to sys-
tematic regulation, which is encountered by speakers and philosophers, but 
often invokes his spiritual experience. In other words, in his writing, he resorts 
to his spiritual experiences which are influenced by what he is inspired by the 
conditions and maqāmāt, or Arabic prosimetric literary genre known as Saj’, in 
which rhetorical extravagance is noticeable (Eckhardt, 1983: p. 23). Thus, Ibn 
al-’Arabī’s texts have become intractable and, consequently, subject to many 
paths to reading and interpretation (Belqāsim, 2004: p. 19). Critics and medieval 
charlatans flocked to explain Ibn al-’Arabī’s dīwān, noting that his love is earthly 
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and his beloved is a worldly reality (Snir, 2002). The indications of ‘Ayn (the 
eye) in Muḥyī eddīn ibn al-’Arabī’s poetry are numerous. It is the link through 
which the poet tells about the beauty if the Righteousness, and the beauty of His 
names. It is also the tool which he uses to reflect the God’s image. The Eye of the 
Sun (‘Ayn Shams) in the above mentioned poem is the same signifier as the one 
endorsed by Ibn al-’Arabī through which he tells about the beauty of the beloved 
seen in the light of the sun (Hakki, 2002: p. 93). Then, Ibn al-’Arabī himself 
came and wrote his book, Thakhā’r Al-’Alāq: Sharh Turjumān Al-Akhlāq in 
which he exposed his Ṣūfī inclinations towards his beloved. In so doing, Ibn 
al-’Arabī becomes the focus of the attention of many writers, poets and critics, 
especially since he is the first throughout the history of literature to write a 
dīwān and follow it with its explanation. He also came up with the idea of flirt-
ing with an early beloved with a heavenly mystic intention in public. Some Ṣūfī 
figures, however, preceded him. Omar al-Khayyām, for example, flirted with 
‘Aisha, who stood for his beloved heavenly “God.” What supports this opinion 
in this study as well is the fact that some references in the biography of Ibn Sahl 
al-Isrā’īlī state that he looked ugly but was an intimate, well-mannered person 
(Abbās, 1967: p. 18). His ugliness inevitably led him to the path of Ṣūfism, which 
was not explicitly declared, but he employed it through masked writing in which 
he imitated the great Arab mystics. 

This certainly reminds us of the vicissitudes of the Abbasid poet Ibn al-Rūmī, 
whose ugly personality has proven to be a key to the masked Ṣūfī orientation in 
his writings (Naamneh & Assadi, 2022: pp. 3-5). The ugliness of Ibn al-Rūmī’s 
appearance and his Christian roots are certainly comparable to Ibn Sahl’s Je-
wishness and unattractiveness both of which led to the two poets’ Ṣūfī inclina-
tions. As a matter of fact, the parallel between the two poets can be extended to 
their childhood and the stages of their growth paradoxically filled with intellec-
tual achievements let alone the surrounding political environment. 

The theme of the courtship, wooing or love characterized the poetry of Ibn 
Sahl al-Isrā’īlī to the extent that his critics focused their notes on the subject of 
love only, thus making him hostage to this subject and of course his Jewishness. 
In Al-Muqarrī’s (1995: pp. 68-69) words, “he combined two humiliations: The 
humiliation of infatuation and that of Jewishness”, which were reflected in his 
poetry. In one poem, he said, 

And my pain boils with burning embers 
You see him on his cheeks getting dewy and cool, 
It asks me of what religion kiddingly, 
And the assemblage of my belief in his love is loose, 
My heart is my Abrahamic religion, but my eyeball 
is Majūsī from the cheek of fire worshipping. 
(Al-Ishbīlī, 1998: p. 23) 

At the surface level, it appears from the verses above that the poet is in pain. 
This pain will vanish when he sees another absent lover referred to by the third 
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person pronouns: “him” and “his” in the line “You see him on his cheeks getting 
dewy and cool.” This absent lover asks the poet playfully about his religion. In 
response, the poet has no love but that love which merges all the religions in 
which the poet believes, i.e. his Judaism and Islam to which he belongs. In the 
last couple of lines, the poet explicitly declares that the love of the heart is his 
two Abrahamic(Ḥanīfī) faiths, in addition to a third religion, the combiner of all, 
which is the love of the adored, to which he is linked just as the Magi is con-
nected with fire. 

At the deeper level, it is noted that there is an implied import that inevitably 
refers the readers to Ṣūfī meanings. In fact, this poetic discourse inevitably hints 
at a famous Ṣūfī speech for al-Ḥallāj, one of the greatest Arab mystics, who has a 
parallel poetic statement: 

Oh breeze of the wind, tell the deer: 
The roses have not but increased my thirst 
For the lover whose love fills my organs; 
If he wishes to walk on my cheek, he walks. 
(Ibn Zinjī, 1998: p. 166) 

It may be understood through the verses of Ibn Sahl that there is a Ṣūfī lover, 
who coalesces all types of love and regards all Abrahamic faiths on an equal 
footing. Its attainment occurs by heart and love. The poet’s heart and love are a 
path, as he says, to reach the Lord of the two Ḥanīfī or Abrahamic religions in 
which he believes: Judaism and Islam. 

Evidently, Ibn Sahl has built a great deal of his poetry which denotes the 
theme of Ṣūfī love on the grounds of poems popular in Arab-Islamic culture. 
The theme of mysticism which he expressed in an implied manner was a “simu-
lation” and a “recreation” of trendy literature in his time. It is the same simula-
tion that Aristotle spoke of when he defined literature and poetry, affirming that 
literature was an imitation of living reality or at least an attempt to imitate the 
popular existence of literature and dominant public culture. It is also the same 
element of tradition that the famous Arab critic Ḥāzem Al-Qartājannī spoke of 
in the Middle Ages. As said by him, poetry is a translation of the state of the 
culture that is popular in every era, as the poet writes while influenced by those 
around him through the elements of analogy, symbolism and composition, 
without directly revealing this influence. These three elements are all present in the 
previous verses in particular, and in the poetry of Ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī in general. 

What supports the previous idea is that Ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī was living in the 
capital of Andalusia, where a vast culture of literary criticism reached its peak. 
Thanks to the Andalusian critics, the aesthetics of poetry and literature were 
founded, and they established the criteria and conditions of their availability. 
Poets and writers implicitly wrote according to popular critical dictates, by 
which they measured the beauty and the themes of their poetry. In his amazing 
Kitāb al-Shi’r wa-al-Shu’arā’ (The Book Poetry and Poets) the famous critic Ibn 
Qutaybah (c. 828 - 13 November 889 CE/213 - 15 Rajab 276 AH) calibrated poe-
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try and attuned its beauty. Similarly, Ja’far Ibn Qudāma (c. 873 - c. 932/948) 
criticized poetry and categorized it according to his criteria in his famous book 
Criticism of Poetry (Naqd al-Shi’r). Likewise, Ibn Abd Rabboh al-Andalusī 
(860-940) in his important book, Al-ʿIqd al-Farīd (The Unique Necklace), de-
fined and criticized poetry. These books in addition to numerous others have 
always been present and influential in the poetry of Andalusian poets. All of 
them spoke of coding, allegory, pun, metaphor and literary masking, as high 
aesthetic foundations for poetic writing. 

When Ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī was influenced by the authors of his time and his 
predecessors, he had influenced other contemporary poets using the same con-
cepts and standards described above. He became a forerunner in the employ-
ment of ready-made Ṣūfī symbols, such as the deer of the neighborhood, and the 
adored male. The famous Andalusian poet Lisān Eddīn Ibn al-Khāṭīb (1313-74), 
who came very shortly after Ibn Sahl and in the same environment, was influ-
enced by Ibn Sahl and took from him a poetic chorus, submerged with flirtation 
with a Ṣūfī lover, symbolized by the deer of the neighborhood. He says, 

Did the deer of the neighborhood know that she heated 
The heart of love that she settled on my broom? 
It is so intense and pulsing just like 
The wind of Ṣibā playing with the spark! 
(Ash-Shak’ah, 1975: pp. 412-413) 

The poet wonders if his woman knew about his love to her for he longed for 
her the same as a deer cleansed of dirt longs for its homeland. He adds that his 
heart beats so intensely that it is like a spark with which the wind of Ṣibā plays. 

In his poetry, Ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī used Ṣūfī vocabulary and motifs intentionally 
(Khafājī, 1992: p. 523). He, for example, compared the beloved woman with a 
gum branch (Ashraf, 1973: p. 3), or a green branch, a deer, a deer of the neigh-
borhood (Amin, 1995: p. 219), and the reddish eyes (Ibid.; Nettler, 2003: pp. 2-3; 
Arberry, 1966: pp. 15-17), the heart, drinking (Ghannam, 1979: p. 248) the in-
toxication (Dāwood, 1997: p. 316), the awakening (Nettler, 2003: pp. 2-3; Arber-
ry, 1966: pp. 15-17), the wine (Qareeb Allah, 1999: p. 77), the bartender (Ibn 
Al-’Arabī, 1972: p. 288), the veil (Ashraf, 1973: p. 55), the full moon (Arberry, 
1966: pp. 33-35), the rose- the flower (Amin, 1995: p. 219), and the connection 
(Ashraf, 1973: p. 33), which is the most important mystical term ever. 

In his poetry, one finds what confirms the truth above. Ibn Sahl says, 
I love him, till the eye gets accustomed to its wakefulness 
Because of him, and my limbs are pleased with sickness. 
(Al-Ishbīlī, 1998: p. 54) 

The poet loves the absent lover till he sleeps reassuringly, and his limbs are 
pleased till the lover comes to mind, even when he is sick (Khafājī, 1992: p. 523). 
The deeper level of the meaning, however, takes a different course, which is mo-
tivated by a few indications. One factor is related to the poet’s use of a male lover 
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to court and flirt with instead of a woman. That male lover becomes a cure when 
the poet is sick and a friend when he is asleep. The view of getting pleasure and 
happiness in the most difficult moments is paradoxical, and, thus, innovative. 
Still, this attitude is not completely queer. Scholars of mystic philosophy have 
witnessed this phenomenon in the Ṣūfī thought of al-Ḥallāj, for example, who is 
happy in the presence of his lover, God, in the toughest moments of his life, even 
when he dies. He shouts at the moment of his murder as his companion Ibn 
Zinjī says: “Kill me, my trustees! In my killing is verily my life!” 

According to the account of al-Ḥallāj, the poet’s killers took him to the bridge 
then left: 

There was Mohammed bin Abdul Samad, and his men gathering around the 
council, and when it Tuesday’s morning dawned on the 6th of Dhe al-Qi’dah, 
Al-Ḥallāj was taken out to the center of the council. The executioner was or-
dered to whip him. A countless number of the average people gathered. He was 
lashed to the full thousand whips during which he did not ask mercy or groan. 
But when he reached 600 whips, he said to Muhammad bin Abdul Samad, ‘I 
pray for you, I have advice that is parallel to the conquest of Constantinople.’ 
And Muhammad said to him, ‘I have been told that you will say this and more 
than this and I am not going not to halt the beating by any means.’ When he (the 
executioner) reached 1,000 whips, his (Al-Ḥallāj’s hand and then his leg were cut 
off, then his other hand and then his other leg, and his head was fractured and 
his body burned. I came at this time and I was standing on the back of my ani-
mal outside the council, and the body fluctuated on embers and fires, and when 
it became ashes it was thrown into the Tigris River.” (Ibn Zinjī, 1988: p. 84). 

Ibn Sahl says, 
And he tortured my soul, God bless his, 
And made me wakeful. May he not taste the taste of wakefulness! 
(Al-Ishbīlī, 1998: p. 45) 

In these lines, there is something that confirms the presence of the Ṣūfī idea 
again. This beloved man, who has tortured the poet’s soul, does not become a 
despicable person. On the contrary, the poet asks God to protect him against all 
types of evil, despite the suffering the lover has caused him. Logically, there is no 
one that asks mercy for his torturer except those who converse with God, whose 
judgment one accepts with complete satisfaction. This idea is the same Ṣūfī 
principle which is based mainly on several verses in the Holy Quran. In verse 
156, Surat Al-Baqarah, God praises those “who say, when afflicted with a calam-
ity, ‘We belong to God and to Him we shall return.’” In Surat Al-Ṭūr, verse 48, 
God addresses his Messenger saying, “And be patient, [O Muḥammad], for the 
decision of your Lord, for indeed, you are in Our eyes [i.e., sight].” The subject 
of satisfaction is very important in Ṣūfī thought, particularly in the thought of 
the famous Islamic mystic Bishr al-Ḥāfī. 

Ibn Sahl Al-Isrā’īlī resorted to the method of the easy but complex in writing 
(Sahl momtani’) (Khafājī, 1992: p. 523), which is the method employed by the 
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medieval Arab mysticism. It contained simple unrefined words, but the meaning 
was difficult to interpret. The complexity is due to the Ṣūfī meaning inherent in 
the poetic images. Arab Ṣūfī figures have succeeded in submitting a simple, or-
dinary language to their will to express complex mystical imports, to the extent 
that speech has become a barrier to the ability to express the size and momen-
tum of the Ṣūfī idea put forward. The method was best explained by the mediev-
al mystic celebrity Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbār al-Niffārī, (died 354H), when 
he said, “The wider the vision is, the narrower the phrase is” (Al-Niffārī, 1934: p. 
2). 

This easy-but-complex language, with its mystical masking, symbols and 
signs, as Ibn Sahl’s foes believed, was a reclining billow, where he was able to ex-
press his Judaism, the religion he loved and yearned for. In addition, it allowed 
him to run away from Islam which he converted to unwillingly under the pres-
sure of social and political dictates. The Arabs in Andalusia said, “Two things 
cannot be true, Ibn Sahl’s conversion to Islam and the repentance of Zamakhsharī 
from Muʿtazilah3” (Al-Zayyāt, 1990: p. 308). This statement about Ibn Sahl may 
help us judge the thematic poetic orientation of Ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī. It can be said 
that according to this argument, and the claims of various critics, the other sub-
jects of Ibn Sahl’s poetry (courting is not included) were artificial. Critics of his 
time believed that a poet suffering from personality disorder, as a result of a shift 
in a previous religion, could not be honest in a praise poem and Ibn Sahl wrote 
dozens of praise poems. The question is: How can he praise Arab religious fig-
ures when he does not feel that he belongs to Islam in the first place? 

What obfuscates this matter even more is the existence of contemporary and 
old critical voices, which regarded ibn Sahl’s conversion to Islam was true and 
that he was faithful to it. They based their attitude some verses of his poetry, 
where Ibn Sahl says, for example: 

I was entertained by Muhammad’s veils, I was guided! 
And if it were not for God, I would not have been guided, 
And that was not out of dictation 
But the law of Moses was disrupted by Muhammad. 
(Al-Ishbīlī, 1998: p. 56) 

Ironically, these same verses can give the opposite meaning (Mones, 2002: p. 
924). The opening clause, “I was entertained,” undermines the faithfulness and 
seriousness of Ibn Sahl’s conversion. Thus, one is made to read the whole 
meaning against its superficial and outward import. Ibn Sahl might have been 
ironical and he resorted to pun and connotation. He might have been referring 
to His guidance to maintain his Judaism. And in the last line he frankly says that 
he has never hated Judaism, but converted to Islam because it neutralized Ju-
daism (Abbās, 1967: p. 46; Khafājī, 1992: p. 542). 

Judaism with its inheritance, practices and its various books is still present in 

 

 

3Al-Muʿtazilah, also named Ahl al-ʿAdl wa al-Tawḥīd, in Islam, refers to an Islamic school of spe-
culative theology (kalām) that thrived in Basra and Baghdad in the 8th-10th century. 
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Ibn Sahl’s poetry. These references may have been a nostalgia for Judaism, and a 
way to express that nostalgia, while the method of employing the Ṣūfī level was 
another outlet for expressing that nostalgia. In his Ṣūfī poetry, Ibn Sahl em-
ployed the stories of Moses and the stick, and stories from the time of leaving 
Egypt (Abbās, 1967: p. 64). 

4. Ibn Sahl’s Employment of Ṣūfī Vocabulary 

Ṣūfī vocabulary often reveals itself in Ibn Sahl’s poetry. Any reader who is famil-
iar with Ṣūfī writings and their dictionary can simply identify the ready-made 
Ṣūfī vocabulary. He says, 

He visited at night, so I remained out of my joy thinking 
-If he visited me- the truth was false; 
I said: This is his ghost, this is not his person, 
And love blinds the sight. 
And how much I went to bed thinking the ghost a person 
Thinking goodness doesn’t visit conceitedly, 
The night of the connection lowered its veils, in the horizon a jealous per-
son appears 
And the star falls jealously; 
Drinking in the glasses a star of beams, 
Kissing in the hoops an enlightening full moon 
Before the meeting excitedly, when he generously granted me the meeting, I 
died out of pleasure. 
I’m dead either way, but 
Abandoned death as an abandoned lover. 
(Al-Ishbīlī, 1998: p. 15) 

The intensity of the use of Ṣūfī vocabulary in the verses above is notable. See, 
for example, the following words and terms: Truth; love blinds the visionary; the 
connection; drinking in the glasses of a star of beams; enlightening, excitedly 
and granted generously. Along with the use of this list of vocabulary, there is an 
import of the Ṣūfī idea. The poet cannot use all this momentum of vocabulary 
arbitrarily, without establishing a mystical idea through it. 

The first word in the first line shows that the beloved is the sole Ṣūfī beloved, 
i.e. “God.” The verb “visit” confirms that this God is the One and Only; the 
Eternal, and Absolute. This beloved is the destination of every Ṣūfī figure. So 
when He makes His visit, He visits everyone and settles in them. The poet uses 
“visit” instead of “visits me.” If he had used the phrase “visits me,” it would have 
been assumed that the beloved was an earthly figure (Khafājī, 1992: p. 66; 
Al-Zayyāt, 1990: p. 77; Abbās, 1967: p. 64). 

Owing to his intense happiness, the poet thought the visit of his beloved was 
fake. Referring to his beloved as a male, the poet says that his male lover visited 
him in his imagination and not in his person, as Ibn Sahl says in the third line, 
thus giving further evidence regarding the essence of the Ṣūfī lover: “God.” This 
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shadow, that had visited the poet in his imagination, and because of his infatu-
ation, was thought to have been a realistic earthly person. It is the same love 
that was introduced by Rābi’a al-’Adawiyya, or Rābiʿa al-Baṣrī (c. 714, 717 or 
718-801), the renowned Arab Muslim saint and Ṣūfī mystic who roamed the 
streets at night flirting with her adoration as if he were a person of reality 
(Smith, 2010: p. 252). Likewise, Ibn Sahl in the above lines reaffirms the Ṣūfī 
thinking through relating to the idea of “connection” or “joining” (wasl or wisāl). 
In a dark night, the beloved lit up his thoughts, which is a clear a reference to the 
ritual of mystic love. 

Ibn Sahl shares the elements of nature in this ceremony. On the rhythm of this 
meeting of love between the two lovers, the star is jealous and the full moon un-
veils itself, an image which leads the reader to the general poetic image in the 
Andalusian muwaššaḥ. It is the image of employing elements of the universe and 
nature co-existing in harmony with man. See, for example, the parallelism be-
tween Ibn Sahl and the meaning in the following lines in Lisān Eddīn ibn 
Khaṭib’s muwaššaḥ: 

You see the roses jealous and grumbling 
Wearing of rage what can be worn 
And you watch the ace4 intelligent and smart 
Eavesdropping with the ears of the horse! 
(in Mukhtār min muwaššaḥāt al-Andalusia 1984) 

And Ibn Sahl drinks the wine of the lover in the glasses, the ecstasy of the 
meeting. But he dies before the meeting out of longing, as he says, so what will 
happen if he meets the lover? When the poet meets his beloved, he also dies of 
over-joy. So, Ibn Sahl says in the last line, he will die either way before and after 
Ṣūfī love. If this is the case, then he concludes he prefers to die while endorsing 
the religion of the adored. 

In another poem, entitled “Ḥasnā’” (“Belle”), the poet says; 

And she is a flowering sight; perfumed scent, 
An invented creation of musk and light 
Tender as the panicked antelope, 
But she walked like a grouse walking un-panicked. 
And I wrote with my white fingers with a black thing, 
Just as the musk (deer) derives the branches of kāfūr! 
(Al-Ishbīlī, 1998: p. 39) 

In the poem above, the theme of courting is dealt with in an open manner as if 
the reference is addressed to a terrestrial girl, or at the very least, that’s how the 
traditional reader might understand it. This bright, flowered and scented woman 
is so beautiful that the viewer thinks she is created from musk and light; she is as 
thin as a terrified antelope, and she walks as thin as a grouse walking slowly. She 

 

 

4The ace tree is a rare aromatic and beautiful tree used on many occasions such as weddings and 
holidays. 
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has covered her fingers with black palms from which she puffed the musk. 
Beyond doubt, this literal interpretation connotes a deeper sense saturated with 
allegorical implications indicated by words like “antelope,” a clear Ṣūfī item. 
This approach, as has already been indicated, is characteristic of Ibn Sahl’s style 
where he often woos a terrestrial girl to the extent of infatuation. 

In the poem “A Kiss,” Ibn Sahl says, 

They say if it weren’t for a kiss, the heat of infatuation would have healed, 
Does he who love the full moon desire kissing? 
And if the blamers had lost sight of him, I would have kissed his shoe! 
I’d cleanse him to mention the neck and mouth. 
And who can give me a promise so that I can complain about un-fulfilment? 
And who can give me a covenant so that I can complain about treachery? 
And I am not the one who the wind holds his secret, 
I am jealous so as not to reveal to him a secret! 
And the foe tells me - and I have deeply fallen in love 
May he grant me patience in the ruthlessness of his imagination! 
“Have you not seen: Be patient to every disaster! 
And I said, “Have you not seen? Maybe he has an excuse?” 
If the group of the envious came with their magic, 
Then I Moses’ glances there is a miracle which nullifies the magic. 
(Al-Ishbīlī, 1998: p. 39) 

In this extract, Ibn Sahl says that a kiss has the power to heal the loving soul, 
but is this kiss enough for a lover who worships the full moon? This rhetorical 
question ennobles the beloved through his tragedy or comedy. Ibn Sahl is over 
praising his lover whom he is ready to kiss his shoes and nick. Moreover, he 
continues to overstate his attachment to his beloved, whom he expects impa-
tiently to make him a promise or a covenant to meet. However, Ibn Sahl is un-
likely to keep the secret of his eternal love. In the light of this exaggerated love, 
an informer advises him to be patient at a time when he is overpowered by love. 
It is the voice of the blamer that the poet later reveals by saying “the category of 
blamers,” which blame the poet for his experience of transcending or exaggerat-
ing love. This blamer reminds the readers of the power of the blamers in 
Jāhilīyah and in medieval poetry. It is the same voice that exercises its control 
over the poet and tries to stop his overcoming in love and is answered by the 
Jāhilīyah poet’s rejection. 

Ibn Sahl’s love for Moses, as indicated in the last line, remains “the supreme 
love,” and the strongest of all the bad people. As he says, if the group of the en-
vious is full of magic, then Moses’ glances there is a miracle which nullifies the 
magic. The questions to be asked in this regard are: What makes the blamers or 
the abusers blame the poet for his love? And is it forbidden in the first place? 
The poet is usually blamed for a forbidden love or a love that goes beyond mo-
rality and community custom. If Ibn Sahl’s love for Moses is a Platonic and spi-
ritual love, why is he even blamed? 
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The answer lies in the possibility that Moses is a man whom the poet loves in 
the manner of a male love which is a love that is absolutely forbidden in Andalu-
sian community custom, in Islamic religious norms in Andalusia and even in 
Judaism. But what denies this assumption is the biography of the poet known by 
critics and historians as a person with no unusual sexual tendencies. Moreover, 
homosexuality and love of men did not spread excessively in the Andalusian 
communities. Therefore, we are obliged to return to a distinct hypothesis: Moses 
is a symbol of the religious ego from which the poet rises. It is an abstract, 
earthly image that reaches the great cosmic truth “God.” But, why is he in love 
with Moses, rather than Muhammad? Once again Moses is a primarily Islamic 
religious figure, albeit Jewish holding Jewish thoughts. The poet chose Moses as 
an umbrella symbol to inescapably reach the adored figure of the Ṣūfī poet, i.e. 
“God.” Who is the blamer then? The answer seems to be related to some Jewish 
monks and priests who chase Ibn Sahl for abandoning Judaism. 

In his poem Zakāt (alms) Ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī says, 

I swear by my father the eyelids of my torturer and mine 
Are what brought me my death! 
I didn’t think my eyelid before her 
Would take me from a look to a fascination! 
May God kill the eyes because 
They judged us to a state of love and humiliation! 
And I covered the love between my limbs 
Until my tears spoke of my affairs. 
The signs of love cannot be hidden, far from that! 
The suspicious one almost said, ‘Take me.’ 
In my eyes, there are glances of an antelope 
Dragged by guards whose residence is a lions’ din! 
They blocked the roads before me fear their road, 
But their security measures are not applied to a ghost! 
(Al-Ishbīlī, 1998: pp. 78-79) 

In this poem we once again observe the difficult experience of love undergone 
by Ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī. Its focus is the adored woman reflected in an antelope. 
This expression may inevitably lead us to think again about the identity of this 
adored antelope, and the fact that the antelope symbol was chosen to tell about 
the beloved. The mystical dictionary of the poem may help us quickly decode the 
meanings being derived from the world of Ṣūfism. Eyelids, love, the suspicious 
one, and covered love are all known to be Ṣūfī vocabulary. Ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī 
says that the torment of his love is caused by the glances of the eyes of his lover 
and he never thought that he would be the victim of this love. It was this love 
and these glances that, after he had tried hard to hide his tormented love, made 
him live the way he did until he collapsed, wept and suffered from weakness and 
humiliation. 

The apparent transparent meanings may refer to the story of a poet who loves 
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his mistress in the manner of Platonic love, especially since the meanings may fit 
a picture of spiritual love, in which the poet cries for a love that has been tyran-
nical. Such a love reminds us of the Arab Platonic love that resounds in the Arab 
ears and its culture, and as we read these verses we may hear the voice of Abū 
Firās al-Ḥamdānī (932-968) from the heart of the Abbasid State at its end, and 
he loves and cries for the torment of this love: 

If the night exhausted me and I extended the hand of love 
And I humiliated tears whose characteristics are pride. 
(Khafājī, 1992: p. 76) 

The love of our poet, Ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī, may also be influenced by those re-
sounding voices in Arabic literature, which loved to the extent of crying! But 
what if this crying is the result of a love that is not necessarily Platonic, like the 
love of the Mutanabbī, whose body was severely whittled, but is a love of another 
kind? 

What happened to me that I conceal a love that has whittled my body 
And nations claim to love Saif Al-Dawlah? 
(Abbās, 1967: p. 67) 

But at the heart of all this, the last line in Ibn Sahl’s poem above surprises us; it 
breaks the doubt with certainty, and establishes a reality and a love that we de-
fend in this study: It is the mystic love inevitably, and the word “road” confirms 
it. The road is a basic term in Ṣūfī thought; it is the origin of the Ṣūfī approach 
and the rec to its love (Al-Zayyāt, 1990: p. 88). Everyone has blocked the road in 
the face of Ibn Sahl to reach his eternal adoration, but he unavoidably knows the 
path, and the question is: How can they prevent him? 

The answer seems to be in his Jewish community’s attempts to persuade him 
to return to Judaism, his original faith and leave Islam. It may be the examining 
glances of his Muslim community that doubt his Islam. At the nucleus of all this, 
he chooses his way to his “moose” or to his earthly adoration, which is a shadow 
of his supreme infatuation. Once again, we see Ibn al-’Arabī’s famous Ṣūfī expe-
rience in Turjumān Al-Ashwāq, where he used a terrestrial beloved to refer to 
the heavenly woman, and this experience is fully demonstrated in the Andalu-
sian place and time. 

5. Conclusion 

This study followed the poetic production of Ibrāhīm ibn Sahl al-Isrā’īlī. An at-
tempt was made to examine the various symbols, historical signs and masks, 
particularly the mask of Moses, which the poet used to express the complex state 
in which he lived, i.e. his conversion from Judaism to Islam. 

Through an interpretive reading of his poetry, we tend to assume that Ibn Sahl 
deviated from the boundaries of the Judaism, the religion from which he came 
and of the traditional concept of Islam, towards a new thought, which is Ṣūfī 
philosophy. Ibn Sahl seems to have been influenced in depth by the medieval 
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writings of the Muslim mystics, particularly the writings of Muḥyī Eddīn 
al-’Arabī. The poet wrote love poems which seemed like the traditional love 
poetry common in Andalusian and Abbasid Arabic poetry at the time. But it 
turns out to be a padded love poetry by which he intended to attain the love of 
God. 

Ibn Sahl resorted to this path following the troubled psychological, societal 
and human reality he experienced. He was Jewish and declared his embrace of 
Islam but some versions affirmed that he endorsed Islam against his will or sul-
lenly. In addition, as a writer, Ibn Sahl wrote in Arabic but he was the son of 
Hebrew. 

In an attempt to get rid of all these disturbances, Ibn Sahl adopted Islamic 
mysticism. He knew that Islamic mysticism believed in one monotheistic reli-
gion: God and His eternal love. It demolishes the boundaries between religions 
and, thus, it allowed him to escape the complex and distressing situation where 
he had to show his distinct religious affiliation or to choose between Hebrew and 
Arabic. 

The result was that his poetry was a marvelous work of art similar to that di-
agnosed by Julia Kristeva, in the context of her discussion on intertextuality. In-
deed, his poetry is a “mosaic” of ideas, masks and intertextuality. Above all, his 
poetry reveals the spirit of God that while putting a mask, he flirts with con-
stantly. 
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