
Divorce: A View from Abbasid Adab Collections 
Nadia Maria El Cheikh

Journal of Islamic and Muslim Studies, Volume 4, Number 2, November
2019, pp. 18-32 (Article)

Published by Indiana University Press
DOI:

For additional information about this article

https://doi.org/10.2979/jims.4.2.02

https://muse.jhu.edu/article/752704

[212.98.144.19]   Project MUSE (2024-04-29 13:23 GMT)  American University of Beirut



Journal of Islamic and Muslim Studies, Vol. 4.2, pp. 18–32
Copyright © 2019 North American Association of Islamic and Muslim Studies. doi:10.2979/jims.4.2.02

Divorce: A View from Abbasid Adab 
Collections

Nadia Maria El Cheikh

Abstract: This article discusses the subject of divorce in three Abbasid adab 
texts, ‘Uyūn al-akhbār by Ibn Qutayba (d. 889 CE), al-‘Iqd al-farīd by Ibn ‘Abd 
Rabbih (d. 940 CE), and the thirteenth-century CE Akhbār al-nisā’ by Pseudo 
Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya. The material on divorce in these compilations will be 
used and compared. In the first part of the article, I review important caveats and 
concerns when dealing with adab compilations. In the second part of the article, I 
discuss the material on divorce in these adab anthologies. By examining these adab 
texts internally, the analysis focuses on the issues the authors/compilers of these 
volumes chose to discuss, the stories selected for inclusion, and the terms in which 
the stories and the issues discussed in them were presented. This approach allows 
for the incorporation of both women and men into the discussion and helps us 
further develop a new historiographical approach to uncover the legal personalities 
of early Islamic women and the realities of Abbasid-era domestic law.
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Introduction
The social institutions of marriage and divorce in the Islamic world have been 
investigated by modern historians mostly from the perspective of medieval 
theological and legal writings. This is reflected, for instance, in the entries 
on “Nikāḥ,” and “Ṭalāq” in the latest edition of the Encyclopedia of Islam.1 In 
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discussing marriage, marriage contracts, and divorce most references have been 
to the Qur’ān, the traditions of the Prophet Muḥammad (Hadith literature) and 
the provisions of Islamic Law. The present article will diverge from this model 
and rely instead on different type of sources, with a different discourse on gender 
relations, namely, literary collections of exemplary conduct (adab compilations), 
whose relationship to reality is both complex and elusive. 

Divorce—like marriage—is central to women’s lives and invariably leaves 
an indelible mark on wives, husbands, and family relations. However, the task of 
determining medieval Islam’s interpretation of divorce has been elusive at best, 
given the dearth of domestic detail in the formal legal sources coupled with the 
absence of archival court documents for the early periods of Islamic history. 
By contrast, Ottoman court archives, which have been preserved in significant 
quantities since the fifteenth century CE, have allowed Ottomanist historians 
to produce a considerable body of statistical and quantitative research. An 
examination of these records gives an idea, among other things, about the 
relationship between family members, marriage patterns, the nature of marriage 
contracts and divorce settlements, how the courts ruled in matters of inheritance, 
and the custodianship of children.2 

Scholars of the Mamluk period in Egypt (1250-1517 CE) have also 
benefitted from a significant amount of historical source-material, such as 
endowment deeds, legal reponsa, and notary manuals, in addition to chronicles 
and biographical dictionaries. Yossef Rapoport was therefore able in his 
monograph Marriage, Money and Divorce in Medieval Islamic Society (2005), to 
investigate the economic causes of divorce in Mamluk times, showing that the 
majority of divorces were consensual and that women often surrendered some 
or all of their financial rights when petitioning for divorce.3 The biographical 
literature from this period has also increasingly become a valuable genre for 
supplying information on family structure. In addition, biographical literature 
has recently been used for Mamluk history in analytical and quantitative ways to 
offer a new understanding of marriage and divorce patterns in medieval Islamic 
society.4 However, uncovering family histories for the Abbasid period (750-
1258 CE) has been a more difficult task, since documentation for this period 
is largely literary and stands out for its general avoidance of references to family 
structure and the details of private life. Here again, biographical dictionaries are 
beginning to prove useful to some extent. For example, by using such sources, 
Mathieu Tillier (2009) was able to come up with a table of the main types of 
cases involving women found in the biographies of 239 judges who held office 
in Iraq during the Abbasid period.5 

Given the little information that exists on legal divorce processes from much 
of the premodern period of Islam, historians have mostly investigated the social 
institutions of marriage and divorce from the perspective of theological and 
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juridical writings. As already mentioned, this perspective is illustrated by the 
entry on “Ṭalāq” (divorce) in the Encyclopedia of Islam, which limits its discussion 
to the occurrence of divorce and its understanding in the Qur’ān and Hadith. 
These are the main sources of Islamic law, along with jurists’ interpretations 
in the different legal schools. The most recent contributions to this topic still 
remain fixed within this framework.6 These texts do not contextualize divorce 
historically and thus are limited in their ability to provide an understanding of 
its lived reality. The reality and actual experience of divorce during the Abbasid 
period can better be revealed by looking beyond religious and legal literature, 
which is usually more normative than empirical, and by reaching instead for texts 
that better reflect the relationship between actual practice and contemporary 
domestic norms. 

Therefore, in this article I have chosen to rely on a different type of literary 
source—adab compilations—in order to introduce a new discourse on gender 
relations in early medieval Islam. This article will discuss the subject of divorce 
in three Abbasid adab compilations: namely, ‘Uyūn al-akhbār (The Wellsprings 
of Information) by Abū Muḥammad ibn Qutayba of Baghdad (d. 889 CE), 
al-‘Iqd al-farīd (The Unique Necklace) by Aḥmad ibn ‘Abd Rabbih of Córdoba 
(d. 940 CE), and Akhbar al-nisā’ (Information on Women) by an author that 
modern historians refer to as “Pseudo Ibn al-Qayyim al-Jawziyya” (thirteenth 
century CE). These sources provide important glimpses into private life in the 
early medieval Islamic world and contain significant information on divorce, 
marriage practices, and gender relations. In what follows, I will analyze and 
compare accounts taken from each of these compilations. In the first section of 
the article, I will review and discuss the particular caveats and concerns involved 
in studying adab compilations. In the second part of the article, I will discuss 
some of the material on divorce in these adab anthologies, focusing on important 
issues that the authors/compilers of these works chose to discuss, the stories or 
accounts selected for inclusion, and the conditions and terms couched within 
these stories.

The Literary Concept of Adab in the Medieval  
Islamic World
Depending on the context in which it is used, the Arabic term adab may mean 
several different things: “good breeding,” “manners,” “culture,” “refinement,” or 
“belles-lettres.” Adab has also been defined to include the “best” of what has 
been said—whether in verse, prose, aphorism, or anecdote—and on every 
conceivable subject that a cultured and educated man, or adīb, should know. 
The term adab also purports to address a wide range of problems concerning 
language, literature, and ethical and practical behavior.7 Thus, adab compilations 
of anecdotal narratives, such as those discussed in this article, convey not only 
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historical information but also social values and the “art” of normative social 
conduct.8 In the words of Hilary Kilpatrick, “Formally the majority of adab 
works are compilations of texts exemplary both in style and meaning.”9

However, it also should not be overlooked that adab compilations (somewhat 
like legal texts) are mainly prescriptive in nature and thus are more concerned 
with what people should be and do than reflect people as they actually are. 
Nevertheless, when studied carefully, adab texts can still introduce the modern 
student of medieval Muslim societies to contemporaneous concerns and 
underlying attitudes because they hold, in the words of Franz Rosenthal, “by far 
the greatest promise of serving as a source for us to get behind official attitudes 
and gain an insight into what real people thought and how they judged actions.”10 
Despite the repetitiveness of the contents of adab compilations, their attempt 
to normalize universal values, and their often idealistic character, the discourses 
found within these texts not only actualize but also readjust the images and 
metaphors of adab culture. For these reasons, they also reflect the modifications 
and changes in society in the periods in which they were produced, along with 
their mentalities and sensibilities.11

Adab anthologies are intertextually rich anecdotal texts and are designed 
to be both didactic and entertaining.12 Each anthologist chooses carefully what 
material to include, selecting elements out of accounts, normative models, and 
traditions. The originality of a particular text lies in the choice of the passages 
reproduced within it, including their arrangement, their nuanced rewriting, and 
the contexts in which they are inserted. The anthologists operate with a set of 
religious, theological, and philosophical assumptions and a literary tradition, 
from which they draw their understandings and which direct their inquiry and 
mold their views. Composed mostly of reported discourses, adab compilations 
also exhibit the author’s sense of artistic responsibility, which is revealed in 
the selection, presentation, and arrangement of the material included in these 
works.13 

For example, Ibn Qutayba’s Introduction to ‘Uyūn al-akhbār defines the 
project he embarks upon and its relationship to the genre of adab in general: 
“Although this book does not deal with the Qur’ān, the Sunna, and the religious 
laws . . . it nevertheless addresses noble themes, counsels honesty and virtue, 
rebukes debaucheries . . . and inspires the proper control and correct assessment 
of affairs.”14 Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih similarly informs his readers in al-‘Iqd al-farīd that 
“these are entertaining stories, pieces of wisdom and anecdotes,”15 which relate 
to a whole variety of subjects.

One constant of an adab collection is that it is the work of a compiler whose 
repertoire is more or less static. A second attribute of the adab collection is that it 
is constructed around the unanimity of the corps social (“social body”) of its time,16 
and as such it is representative of the accepted worldview and value system of the 
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author/compiler and his audience. In addition, the literary canon of adab writing 
often required authors to provide different views of controversial subjects. The 
various perspectives are meant to be reported “impartially,” and thus should only 
indirectly reveal the author’s own preferences.17 The information contained in 
adab collections is presented in short, realistic-looking narrative texts (s. khabar, 
pl. akhbār), which appear to reproduce the actual words of real people and thus 
give the impression of factuality—an impression strengthened by the fact that 
the narratives are often ascribed to eye-witnesses, as in court testimony. Whether 
the account is “historical” or not, however, does not subtract from the fact that 
nothing in the majority of these anecdotes hint at anything that is impossible in 
and of itself.

As is the case with medieval Arabic texts in general, much of the material 
in adab collections is adapted from earlier material. This fact is of central 
importance. These literary compilations are infused with normative rules that 
carry with them a particular gender ideology. In this regard, it is important to 
keep in mind that the discrepancy between actual reality and the literary theme 
employed in these texts may be considerable. For example, Everett Rowson 
has remarked that if one is to rely on adab collections alone, the conclusion 
might be reached that Muslim society in the early and high Middle Ages was 
tolerant toward homosexuality. However, comparison with other sources, such 
as medieval Arabic “vice lists,” reveals that society was more indulgent toward 
the literary treatment of sexual irregularity than toward its actual practice.18 
The same caveat should be kept in mind with regard to the subject of divorce. 
In the adab compilations studied here, divorce is presented as a literary theme 
within the context of an overarching gender ideology propagated through the 
universally accepted norms of adab as understood in the Abbasid era.

Each of the three adab texts discussed in this article has a different history of 
development and in turn has been influenced by different literary predecessors 
in the genre. For example, Ibn Qutayba’s ‘Uyūn al-akhbār is divided into ten 
separate sections or “books” (kitāb), each devoted to a different topic. The final 
topic is on women, which includes a section on divorce. Similarly, Ibn ‘Abd 
Rabbih’s al-‘Iqd al-farīd is divided into twenty-five “books” and was compiled in 
al-Andalus (Muslim Spain), although it drew its inspiration from earlier works 
that originated in the eastern part of the Muslim world. It also includes a “Book 
on Women,” which is divided into subsections, notably “On Divorce,” and 
another entitled, “Those Who Divorced Their Wives and Regretted It.” Both Ibn 
Qutayba and Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih depended on a corpus of material collected by 
scholars in the early Abbasid period (eighth and ninth centuries CE).19

Sometimes, however, an adab collection will trigger formal or thematic 
shifts or changes in perspective with regard to its genre. For example, Pseudo 
Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya’s Akhbār al-nisā’ is a different type of text from those 
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described above. First of all, it differs from the others in size: unlike the multiple 
volumes of ‘Uyūn al-akhbār and al-‘Iqd al-farīd, Akhbār al-nisā’ is a single-volume 
compilation devoted solely to women. It is also different because it has been 
attributed wrongly to the later Mamluk-era Hanbali scholar Ibn Qayyim 
al-Jawziyya (d. 1350 CE). Basim Musallam and Hilary Kilpatrick have pointed 
out the problems that this work presents, and particularly with regard to its 
attribution. Musallam has suggested that its compiler was the earlier Hanbali 
traditionist and historian Abū al-Faraj Ibn al-Jawzī (d. 1200 CE), but Kilpatrick 
sees no good evidence for this authorship.20 The most recent editor of this text, 
Barakāt Y. Habbūd, has similarly rejected both Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya and Ibn 
al-Jawzī as its authors, but remarks on this only in a footnote. On the title page of 
Habbūd’s edition, however, the work is ascribed to “Abū al-Faraj Ibn al-Jawzī.”21 
Despite the fact that the author of Akhbār al-nisā’ remains unknown and is vague 
about his sources, it is still possible to identify some of the previous works that 
this thirteenth-century author relied upon; notably, one of these works was Ibn 
Qutayba’s ‘Uyūn al-akhbār. More importantly, perhaps, having divided Akhbār 
al-nisā’ into ten chapters, the author of this work hesitates in organizing his 
compilation “between precise thematic categories and vague, unhelpful labels.”22 
In addition, the subject-matter of the book corresponds only to a certain extent 
with the stated theme of accounts about women. Also, unlike the previous 
works, Akhbār al-nisā’ does not include a separate section on divorce; rather, the 
anecdotes on this subject are scattered throughout the text.

To summarize, the adab works under discussion in this article each represent 
a blend of themes and elements, which are held together by their compilers’ 
respective literary traditions and personal proclivities. The information they 
contain, which is drawn from a variety of previous sources, is presented in a 
deliberate structure and the accounts are to some extent complementary to each 
other. In this respect, it is noteworthy that the general organizing principle of 
Ibn Qutayba’s ‘Uyūn al-akhbār served as a direct precedent for al-‘Iqd al-farīd, while 
Pseudo Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya appears to have used both al-‘Iqd al-farīd and 
‘Uyūn al-akhbār as models for his Akhbār al-nisā’.

The Portrayal of Divorce in the Three Adab Collections
The section on divorce in ‘Uyūn al-akhbār opens with the famous tradition of the 
Prophet Muḥammad that states, “Of all lawful things, the least favored in the 
eyes of God is divorce.”23 However, marriage in Islam was never supposed to 
be inescapably permanent, and the Islamic legal tradition fully recognizes that 
marital relations might, at times, have to be terminated.24 It is well known that in 
Islamic law, a husband has the right to divorce his wife without giving a reason 
for doing so. The three adab compilations under consideration here provide 
several reasons for initiating divorce. For example, one cause of divorce may be 
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a husband’s desire to marry another woman. In some situations, this could be 
provoked by the man’s wish to marry his wife’s sister; in such cases, Islamic law 
makes divorce compulsory because a man is not allowed to marry sisters. This 
scenario is reflected in an anecdote from Akhbār al-nisā’:

A woman named Umm ‘Abd al-Malik bint Sa‘īd was married to the Umayyad 
caliph al-Walīd ibn Yazīd (r.743-4 CE), who reigned for only one year and had 
a reputation for debauchery and wine-drinking. When Umm ‘Abd al-Malik’s 
father Sa‘īd got sick, al-Walīd visited him. Salāma, another daughter of Sa‘īd, 
was present at the time and al-Walīd immediately became attracted to her. The 
account in Akhbār al-nisā’ states: “They veiled her [in order to hide her beauty], 
but not before [al-Walīd] had caught a glimpse of her. When she stood up to 
take leave, he noticed her figure. He immediately divorced her sister [Umm ‘Abd 
al-Malik] and asked for [Salāma’s] hand in marriage.” Hishām ibn ‘Abd al-Malik, 
who was married to another sister of Umm ‘Abd al-Malik, wrote to his father- 
in-law, saying: “Beware of marrying [Salāma] to al-Walīd. Do you intend to 
make him a stallion for your daughters, divorcing one only to marry another?”25 
Clearly this anecdote was written as a caution for fathers to take heed and protect 
their daughters’ marriages. This was especially important in cases like this, where 
a lustful and powerful husband such as the caliph al-Walīd takes advantage of his 
political position to marry one sister after another.

Sexual dissatisfaction is another common reason for divorce in these texts. 
An anecdote in a section of Ibn Qutayba’s ‘Uyūn al-akhbār entitled, “Counsel of 
the Guardians of Women on the Eve of Their Marriage,” has a wise Arab father 
instructing his wife to tell their daughter not to have frequent sexual intercourse 
with her husband, but also not to deprive him completely of his needs: “If the 
body gets bored, the heart will [get bored] too.”26 Other advice is given by a 
man called al-Farāfisa al-Kalbī to his daughter Nā’ila on the eve of her marriage 
to ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affān (r. 644-55 CE), the third of the “Rightly-Guided” 
(Rāshidūn) caliphs. This example of wise counsel focuses on the importance of 
beautification and the elimination of body odor: al-Farāfisa tells his daughter to 
wash with water and adorn her eyes with kohl before coming to her husband.27 
From accounts such as these we can surmise that in the Abbasid period (if not 
earlier) it was important for wives to apply themselves to becoming desirable 
by paying attention to their appearance and sexual attraction in general, and by 
attending to their husbands’ likes and dislikes in all matters pertaining to the 
senses. 

The compilations also include a number of anecdotes in which women, 
who are otherwise lovely, compassionate, and trusted by their husbands, are 
divorced because their husbands are dissatisfied with their sexual performance. 
One graphic description recorded by Ibn Qutayba can be found in an anecdote 
in which a woman who was married and then divorced by four different men 
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was asked, “Why are you being divorced when you are so beautiful?” She 
answered, “They seek tightness [of the vagina].”28 In the later collection Akhbār 
al-nisā’ another woman asks her husband, “Why did you divorce me when I 
was a confidante to you and showed you compassion? I have no defect except 
a tightness on my forehead.” He answered, “Had your tightness been in your 
vagina, I would never have divorced you.”29

Age incompatibility was also a factor in divorce. Al-‘Iqd al-farīd and Akhbar 
al-nisā’ both include the following story: A man divorced his wife, who was aged 
over fifty. When his wife asked him why he had done so, he answered, “This 
[i.e., your age] is verily your only offense.”30 In a section of al-‘Iqd al-farīd entitled, 
“Characteristics of the Wicked Woman,” it is stated that the aging of a woman 
is intrinsically evil: as her beauty fades, her tongue becomes sharp, her womb 
becomes sterile, and her character deteriorates.31

In a few cases noted in the adab collections, where the wife is much younger 
than her husband, she is the one who initiates divorce. Such was the case, for 
example, with the poetess Ḍubā‘a bint ‘Āmir, who was married to an older man 
but remained childless. Hishām ibn al-Mughīra, a prominent member of the 
clan of Makhzūm, told her, “What are you doing with this old man? . . . Ask him 
to divorce you.” However, Ḍubā‘a’s husband told her that he would not divorce 
her for fear that she might marry Hisham. He finally acquiesced to grant her the 
divorce and charged her a large indemnity, just in case she married Hisham. She 
did eventually marry Hisham, who paid the indemnity on her behalf.32 

Another cause for divorce mentioned in these texts stemmed from the 
polygamous nature of some (presumably upper-class) households, a situation 
that could provoke tensions among the wives, triggering divorce. One anecdote 
in al-‘Iqd al-farīd provides information pertaining to polygamous marriages, the 
incidence of quarrels, and collective divorce. The report gives a vivid description 
of the relations between multiple wives:

One day, a foul-tempered man found his four wives quarreling and insulting each other. 
He told them, “Aren’t these fights going to stop?” “This is all your fault,” he told one 
of them. “Leave, you are divorced.” Her friend, another of his wives, told him, “You 
have been too rash in divorcing her; you ought to have disciplined her differently.” He 
answered her, “You too are divorced.” The third wife said, “Shame on you! They were 
both kind and generous to you.” . . . [He said,] “You are divorced.” Then the fourth 
[wife] said, “Could you not discipline your wives without divorcing them?” He said, 
“You are divorced as well.” All of this happened within hearing distance of their [female] 
neighbor who told him, “You chose to divorce all your wives at the same moment.” He 
answered: “You too, the self-appointed rebuker, are divorced if your husband allows it.” 
[The husband] answered from inside, “Yes, I allow, I allow.”33

One of the most interesting aspects of this passage is the solidarity exhibited 
by all the women in the story, including the wives who were quarrelling. The 
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four wives cast their problems aside as they each confronted the rash and 
unjust behavior of their husband. Their solidarity, which held until the end, is 
counterbalanced in the story by a corresponding male solidarity, as expressed 
by the neighbor who also divorces his wife after she gets involved in the 
dispute. The gender divide is clear here. Is the husband who divorces his four 
wives at once and displays a short temper and intolerance meant to reflect a 
general personality type? Does such a tale of marital relations characterized by 
the absolute and unbounded power of the husband mirror a common reality? 
In other words, does this and other such anecdotes that include stories about 
women reflect fact or fiction? In this story, the women did not accept their 
fate passively and although they failed in their attempts to defend each other, 
they kept up their verbal opposition relentlessly. The fact remains, however, 
that these women, who lacked the legal status that their husbands possessed, 
could only challenge them verbally. As the story implies, a husband’s power 
in early medieval Muslim society was direct and unequivocal. The facility and 
ease of divorce, compounded by the two husbands’ lack of commitment to 
their wives, is contrasted with the women’s support of each other. The adab 
compilations studied here do not inform us how common polygamy was 
in the Abbasid period. Although the cultural perception of polygamy was 
clearly that of an unhappy situation for the co-wives, in our story, faced with 
the harshness and irrational behavior of their husband, the co-wives banded 
together. One ought not to forget, however, that it was the polygamous setup 
itself that engendered the tense environment that is described, and that the 
four wives’ fighting among themselves was what instigated their husband’s 
cascade of divorces in the first place. The moral of the story is that domestic 
disharmony finds an instant remedy for a man in divorce. This passage also 
reminds us that in Islamic divorce, ṭalāq, a man can terminate his marriage 
merely by pronouncing an utterance and that this performative act alone 
institutes the divorce.34

One story in Pseudo Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya’s Akhbār al-nisā that also plays 
on the themes of polygamy and divorce concerns a man from Ahwaz who had 
property in the region of Basra. His wife in Ahwaz heard that he had married 
another woman in Basra without telling her about it. While the husband is with 
the first wife in Ahwaz, she puts into play a stratagem to induce him to divorce 
the other woman by forging a letter informing her husband of his Basran wife’s 
death. Just as the husband is about to set out for Basra, the wife tells him that his 
frequent trips to Basra indicate that he has another wife there. He swears that he 
does not. She asks him to swear to her and proclaim the following: “Any woman 
other than me is divorced from you thrice.” The man, thinking that his Basran 
wife had died, repeats this vow and finds himself irrevocably divorced from his 
second wife when he arrives in Basra.35
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The texts also relate stories of men who were quick to divorce. From these 
accounts, it appears that men from certain towns or regions had a reputation 
for being more prone to divorce than others. One anecdote in Akhbār al-nisā’ 
concerns a man from Medina who had settled in Basra and married a woman 
from there. They had an argument and, in anger, he divorced her. She cursed 
him by saying, “Oh, person of Medina, may God fight you . . . for you are quick 
to divorce!”36 Muḥammad ibn ‘Abdallāh b. ‘Amr b. ‘Uthmān, the great-grandson 
of the caliph ‘Uthmān, who was born in Mecca but dwelt in Medina, is similarly 
referred to in al-‘Iqd al-farīd as one who frequently divorced his wives (miṭlāq). 
Apparently, he was a very handsome man and his current wife understandably 
feared that he would soon divorce her too.37

Divorces could arise from a number of other factors as well. In fact, they 
could also be forced on men. In these adab collections we find examples of 
fathers forcing their sons to divorce their wives. In one account, ‘Abd al-Raḥmān, 
son of the first caliph Abū Bakr al-Ṣiddīq (r. 632-4 CE), is ordered by his father 
to divorce his wife. However, after this Abū Bakr heard his son recite a verse 
in which he bemoaned the loss of his wife. Realizing his son’s grief, the father 
instructed him to remarry her. Similarly, Qays ibn al-Dhurayḥ, a poet of the 
early Umayyad period, was compelled by his father to divorce his wife Lubna. 
He regretted it so much that he lost his mind and wasted away, coming very close 
to death. Qays subsequently composed many verses in which he expressed his 
remorse at the loss of his wife.38

Mothers could also force divorces on their sons. In one account, a man was 
married to Umm Mālik, a woman whom he continued to admire. However, his 
mother adjured him to divorce her. Following his divorce, he became a grief-
stricken invalid. When he was on the verge of death, his former wife Umm Mālik 
visited him. Upon leaving him she told his mother: “Oh old woman, may you 
savor the loss of your son in this life and your sin in the afterlife!” By the time she 
reached her house her husband had expired and she too fell dead.39

A number of anecdotes in these texts mention divorces that were imposed 
by the authorities. The infamously merciless governor who served the Umayyad 
dynasty, al-Ḥajjāj b. Yūsuf (d. 714 CE), contracted an arranged marriage with 
the daughter of ‘Abdallāh ibn Ja‘far (d. 699 CE), a former opponent of the 
Umayyads and nephew of the fourth caliph ‘Alī ibn Abī Ṭālib (r. 656-661 CE). 
Acutely attuned to the political differences between al-Ḥajjāj and herself, the 
woman was inconsolable and cried over the mismatch. Later, the Umayyad 
caliph ‘Abd al-Mālik ibn Marwān (d. 705 CE) ordered al-Ḥajjāj to divorce her. 
When the woman heard about this, she told al-Ḥajjāj, “He is, by God, more 
dutiful toward me than the one who married me to you.” Despite her divorce, 
she continued to be so dismayed and offended that she could never forgive her 
father for conceding to the match. When he died, she did not mourn for him.40
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Another forced divorce related in Akhbār al-nisā’ implicates the Umayyad 
caliph Mu‘āwiya ibn Abī Sufyān (r. 660-680 CE) and Marwān ibn al-Ḥakam, 
his governor over Medina and the Hijaz, who also became caliph for a few 
months (r. 684-5 CE). In this story a man marries his female cousin and lives 
happily with her until bad times befall him. Because of his poverty, the man’s 
father-in-law exiled him and prevented him from seeing his daughter. The man 
then appealed to Marwān ibn al-Ḥakam and filed a complaint. However, when 
Marwān saw the beauty of the man’s wife, he coveted her and threw her husband 
into jail. After three days of torture, the man broke down and divorced his wife, 
enabling Marwān ibn al-Ḥakam to marry her. Later, the man pleaded this to 
the caliph Mu‘āwiya in Damascus, who expressed shock at what happened and 
ordered Marwān ibn al-Ḥakam to divorce the woman.41

Another theme that is encountered in the adab collections is that of a 
husband’s grief and remorse after divorcing his wife. For example, ‘Uyūn al-akhbār 
tells of a Bedouin who divorced his wife and later regretted it.42 A reference is 
also made to the Arabic philologist ‘Abd al-Malik al-Aṣma‘ī of Basra (d. 828 CE), 
who divorced his wife and later ruefully uttered the following verse:

Have you found someone comparable to me?
For we have searched in vain for someone like you!43

Al-‘Iqd al-farīd also includes a subsection on divorce that incorporates tragic 
stories and fragments of poetry that tell of a woman’s decision not to return to a 
husband who had repudiated her. Such was the case with the great Umayyad-era 
poet al-Farazdaq (d. ca. 730 CE) and his wife, Nawār. Although he divorced her, 
his heart kept longing for her. He told his friend:

A whiff of her still inhabits my heart.
She was my Eden and I forsook her,
Like Adam, when he was expelled for disobedience.44

Other anecdotes about men who divorced and later repented, attempting to 
reclaim their wives, include al-‘Uryān ibn al-Haytham, who divorced his cousin. 
Remorseful, he asked her to return. She replied to him in verse:

If you are in need of something, ask for someone else.
The gazelle you have lost is no longer available!45

In another story, related by Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih, the caliph al-Walīd ibn Ziyād 
(r. 705-715 CE), one of the Umayyad rulers whose life story attracted the most 
numerous fictional embellishments, regretted having divorced his wife Su‘da, 
especially after she remarried. So, he sent her a message with the socialite Ash‘ab, 
expressing his hope of meeting her again, “before the Day of Judgment.” Because 
this message insinuated the caliph’s wish for her husband’s premature death, 
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Su‘da became enraged and threatened to beat Ash‘ab if he did not take back to 
al-Walīd the following reply:

You cry over Su‘da, but you were the one who left her.
Su‘da is gone. What are you to do?

Upset by Su‘da’s answer, al-Walīd gives Ash‘ab the choice of three ways to die. 
However, Ash‘ab’s wit rescues him from this dilemma. He replies to the caliph, 
“You are not the [type of] man to torment eyes that have looked at Su‘da!”46 
This anecdote, along with others, reveals the rashness of husbands who rush 
into divorce, ignorant of their true feelings, and unable to reflect wisely on their 
relationships with their wives. In this account, al-Walīd’s chaotic emotional state 
is contrasted negatively with Su‘da’s resolve. She, like other women in these adab 
collections, remains firm in her determination not to return to a mercurial spouse.

Conclusion
This cursory overview of three adab collections, spanning at least two different 
Muslim societies over different parts of the Abbasid era, is intended to provide a 
new perspective on the theme of divorce and its treatment in literary texts from 
the medieval Muslim world. The material on divorce in the texts used in this 
brief analysis, does not necessarily convey a sense of real time and place, nor 
does it convey the real lives of individual persons, nor the real details of actual 
events. Nevertheless, these observations on gender relations reflect a dominant 
ideology and their compilers act complicitly in maintaining the existing social 
order of their time. In addition, by scrutinizing such adab compilations we get 
to see medieval Muslim women as more than a faceless mass, and as a variety of 
individuals who act, speak, and help define social relations. Of particular value 
are anecdotes that reveal aspects of the private lives of women. 

The anecdotes in these compilations caution against divorcing one’s wife for 
the sake of marrying her sister. Stories also pinpoint sexual dissatisfaction as a 
reason for divorce. Hence, the compilations also include guidelines and advice 
by fathers to their daughters on the eve of their marriages with this concern in 
mind. Other reasons for divorce that we find in these adab compilations include 
age, while several anecdotes present stories of parents or authorities forcing men 
to divorce their wives. The polygamous nature of upper-class medieval Muslim 
households is central to many of these accounts and Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih’s al-Iqd 
al-farīd includes one priceless anecdote about a man divorcing all of his four 
wives, one after the other, in anger. 

However, one should not read these texts as historical documents in the 
narrow sense of the term, but rather highlight the stories and themes that treat 
divorce in adab collections and the way these texts process the information that 
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they include. One needs to bear in mind that for the anthologists who compiled 
these works, the main aims of adab as a literary genre included highlighting 
witticisms and elegant verses, as well as displaying their philological expertise, 
rather than arguing for a singular social purpose.47 Imaginative literature, 
moreover, develops its own view of what the ideal society should be. Examining 
these texts sheds light on what was deemed socially acceptable, or at the least, 
what was possible, between men and women in the Abbasid period, specifically 
in relation to divorce.

Examining these three adab collections together is beneficial because they 
are, to a certain extent, complementary, despite their treatment of different 
subjects and diverse perspectives. The anecdotes they contain provide us with 
a panorama of the variety of reasons prompting divorce as well as many of the 
circumstances that were believed to lead to it. While most divorces in these 
accounts are initiated directly by husbands, some are instigated by others, such 
as the wife’s in-laws. A husband’s regret upon divorcing his wife emerges as a 
prominent literary theme in these works, in conjunction with the divorced wife’s 
refusal to return to her husband, despite his repeated pleas. In the medieval 
Muslim discourse on divorce, as related in these texts, men and women are 
placed in a relational position to one another, both bonding in solidarity to their 
gender and deepening the gender divide. This aspect of discourse therefore 
allows the incorporation of men into discussions of gender relations in medieval 
Muslim society. This is an important direction of research for the future, since 
the conceptualization of what it means to be a man in this period has not yet 
become a fully developed area of study.

The way in which adab compilations situate or frame the values that they 
represent or convey is ultimately bound up with larger sociocultural processes 
and may have had transformative effects on the social phenomena represented 
in them. These writings reflect long-standing discourses—both official 
and popular—that allow us to better understand the cultural construct of 
expectations built up around the theme of divorce. These adab anecdotes serve 
as illustrations of widespread domestic-realm conceptions in Muslim medieval 
literature that will help us further develop a new historiographical approach 
to uncover the social personalities of early Muslim women and the realities of 
Abbasid domestic relations.
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