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The origins and development of a corpus of belles-lettres (prose) in Arabic are directly
linked to the concept of adab, a term that has undergone a number of transformations in
meaning over the centuries. In modern times adab serves as the equivalent of the English
word ‘literature’ (in its narrower sense), but in earlier centuries the term was used to

describe a field that was considerably broader in scope.

The original meaning of the verbal root from which the noun adab is derived implied
inviting someone to a meal, and from that developed the notion of enriching the mind,
particularly by training in the social norms of politeness. The ideas of intellectual
nourishment, manners, and education were thus present from the outset and remained
important features of the concept as it developed and expanded within the general

framework of the Islamic sciences.

The person involved in those activities was the adib (pl. udaba’), a term which in modern
times is usually translated by the French term ‘littérateur’ but which in earlier centuries
identified a scholar and mentor whose areas of interest included such fields as grammar,
poetry, eloquence, oratory, epistolary art, history, and moral philosophy, and whose social
status was a reflection of the love of learning and urbanity that were characteristics of the

intellectual community within which the adib fulfilled his function.

As the udaba’ continued to practise their role as pedagogues and arbiters of literary taste,

the concept itself underwent a process of change. Many adab works were, of course, a
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faithful record of the kinds of verbal debate and erudite exchanges that would characterise
the variety of occasions — soirées (musamarat), sessions (majalis), and conferences
(muhadarat) — at which intellectuals and wits were gathered together. However, with the
development of the status of the adib as practitioner and teacher, adab, elevated
language, and text came to be closely associated with each other to the exclusion of other

types of creativity that did not match those criteria.
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