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Abstract
The introduction of Arabic language as an academic discipline into the

Nigerian educational curriculum was not accidental. It was in
recognition of its significance as a language of Islam and diplomacy.
Centuries before the advent of Europeans on Nigeria soil, Arabic had
been used for religions, social and cultural purposes. In West Africa as a
whole and Nigeria in particular, poetic themes in Arabic language have
remained within the framework of the interest of Islamic religion.
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1.0  Introduction

Arabic literature originated in pre-Islamic Arabia, with the advent and
spread of the Islamic religion, it became the literature of all the religions that
comprised the Islamic world, irrespective of native language or race. While the
Islamic religion has no doubt provided the essential element in effecting a kind of
homogeneity which Islamic culture has evidenced, the spread of the Arabic
language over wide areas of time and space helped to effect that homogeneity.
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The Impact of Islam on Nigerian Arabic Poetry

Thus Islam has played a very important role in the dissemination and durability of
the standard literary Arabic.

The aim of this paper therefore, is to look at the Nigerian Arabic Poetry
generally and new innovations that were introduced to Arabic poetry by Nigerian
poets at present.

1.1 Poetry to Africans

Poetry has been part of the life of Africans since the existene of man on
the continent. It evolves the cultural values of the African society. At the
traditional stage of Africa, poetry unites and solidifies the cosmopolitan nature of
the various societies that make up the continent. In some countries, different types
of poetry conventionally form a living tradition and constant reminders of other
true origin and highest artistic expression.”

Poetry is a natural gift that could be endowed on any member of the
society. The society is made up of the individuals, but a balance is expected
between the individual and the society.” Poets have faced issues in ways that not
only explain how indigenous cultures are absorbed by Western standards but also,
how limiting in vision their leaders have been towards addressing the religion’s
social problems and the issue of governance. Therefore, West Africa poetry
becomes protest and radical in nature* as a reaction to the various forms of
injustices meted out on Africans by the colonial masters and later by the post
colonial lords.’

1.1.1 Importance of Poets to Africans

The history of Arabic literary composition in Nigeria extends over a
period close to eight hundred years in this region. The first known wnter in
Arabic was a grammarian and poet of Kanem, Abu Ishaq Ibrahim al-Kanemi.® At

! Malik, S.H.A., “The Impact of Islam on Classical Arabic Literature”, Journal of Arabic wra

Religious Studies, University of Ilorin, Vol. 5, 1988, p. 39.

? Killam, G.D., “African Writers on African Writings”, (Ibadan: M. Oladapo: 2001), p. 95.

* Obaje, A.A., “The Voice and Vision of the Masses in Newspaper Poetry in Nigeria”. Anyigba

Journal of Arts and Humanities, Vol. 7, 2009, p. 123.

4 A quite number of odes by Arabic Nigerian Poets depicting bad governance in the region.

5 Obaje, A.A., “The Radical Temper of Modern African Poetry: A Study of Selected Works of

African Poets”, Unpublished Ph.D. Dissertation submitted to the School of Postgraduate Studies,

Kogi State University, Anyigba, 2015, pp. 83-84.

S John, O.H., “The Writings of Central Sudanic Africa”, (E.J. Brill, Leiden, New York, 1995), p.1.
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the present time, scholars are still using Arabic as the language of their Islamic
teaching and of the poetry they so frequently write in praise of the Prophet
Muhammad, in praise of Sufi leaders, and to elegize departed friends, colleagues
and patrons. Indeed, in the second half of the twentieth century in Nigeria in
particular, usage of Arabic as a literary language has become more widespread.7

It is on record that Arabic is the first language that brought its rich heritage
of reading and writing to the African continent long before the incursion of the
colonialists and before a single indigene of West African knew a word of English
or French.®

1.2  Writing of Poetry

Writing of poetry in Sokoto Caliphate was an outstanding literary practice
because of the Jihad leaders found it efficacious in conveying the message of
Islam to their followers. The poems were therefore written in Arabic and the
vernacular notably Hausa and Fulfulde.’

The disciples easily memorized the poems. Married women also used to
sing the poems in their matrimonial homes especially when undertaking some
domestic chores.

At the early period of the Jihad movement when the Jihadists were
primarily concerned with teaching Islam to the people, the poem addressed
fundamentals of the faith (al-Iman).

Arabic poetry provided additional opportunity for excellence in the
literary tradition of the Caliphate. The women in the household of Shaykh Usman
also contributed in the writing of poc:ms.10 The most notable among them was
Nana Asma‘u.'’

Poetic productions have been taken as part of Islamic education and
culture in the Sokoto Caliphate. This has encouraged the scholars to study Arabic

7 John, O.H,, 27

® Lawal, A.R., “Of a Tongue and its numerous “Faces”; The Story of Arabic in Nigeria” a Lecture
delivered at 36" Inaugural Lecture, Lagos State University, pp. 3-4.

? Usman, M.T., “The Sokoto Caliphate Literature in the Era of Globalization”, Degel: The Journal
of the Faculty of Arts and Islamic Studies, Vol. VII, 2007, pp. 83-84.

!9 Usman, M.T., “The Sokoto Caliphate Literature”, p. 84.

"' Nana Asma‘u is a daughter to Shaykh Usman. She wrote almost thirty books in Arabic and
Fulfulde Langauges. Part of these books were written in Arabic Poetry.
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literature meticulously side by side with Islamic studies and to make many efforts
as to imitate the scanty literature works at their disposal.'>

In another words, Islam has been the secret behind the style and main
features of the Sokoto literary output. This is because Arabic and its literature had
never been a goal in itself in the Caliphate but only a means to a goal. The goal of
course was the understanding and propagation of Islam and the Muslim’s welfare,
It is, for that reason, that Islam was explicably able to imprint its mark on Arabic
writings in such an environment.

1.2.1 Versified Works on Islamic Law

Works on Islamic law in verse by Nigerian and foreign authors in order to
get the Islamic law known and familiar with are quite impressive in quality and
quantity. The most common book in this regard, is matn al-Asimiyyah'®among the
traditional schools that were established centuries ago by renowned Islamic
schools in their respectful houses and centers of learning.

The book contains different areas of Islamic law; such as criminal law
under the Shariah, Islamic law of succession under Maliki School of thought,
marriage, divorce, Khul'u, reconciliation , law of representation in legal rights,
law governing transactions and loans, testate and intestate sucession, law of
pledge and guaranty etc. are composed in Arabic poem for easy memorization in
one thousand and seven hundred and sixty three lines.

Arabic/Islamic students usually study the book among other works under
an

Islamic jurist who 1s well versed in Shariah law . For instance , it says in
verse while explaining conditions of inheritance to whom is due with exception of
unbeliever, slave and hermaphrodite:

i)l ol ey L2 3l L &)Y Gy S
el B e il A5 WS s ey

“Lawai, AL, “A Study of Thematic and Stylistic Features in the Arabic Works of Waziri Junayd,
X Mufigruned Al-Bukhari” Unpublished Ph.D Thesis Submitted to Department of Arabic,
- of Badzn. 1995, p. 58.
v of e baxsk was a retired judge in Shariah Court of law. His experiences and wide
o ates i belp the fertilization of the book.
£ovdi Aol yyah, p.128.
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Translation
1-Disbelif (in God) and slavery are hindrances in Islamic law of succession.
Suppose the case is brought, even, after the death.
2-Similar to that, is apostasy and killing inadvertently.
3-And the case of hermaphrodite (who is neither a man nor a woman) shall be
considered with the organ he uses for urine.

1.2.2 Major Themes in their Productions

It is not unexpected that only those themes that had no conflict with the
Islamic teaching could be welcome or flourish in an environment like Nigeria . It
is indeed unthinkable to expect any one among the scholars of the Caliphate to
imitate poets like ‘Umar b. Abi Rabi‘ah, Abu Nuwas, Abu’l- ‘ala al-Ma‘arri, Jarir
and Farazdaq because of the messages which a good deal of their poetic works
conveyed which are inimical to the ethics of Islam.

Instead, they all preferred to play the role of Hassan b. Thabit who
defended Islam with the poetic talent or the role of Ka‘b b. Zuhayr who also
contributed to the promotion of Islam through his literary production.

The most common themes include the panegyric (al-Madh) particularly on
the Prophet Muhammad and notable scholars, the elegy (al-ritha ‘u) most of which
are on leaders of the Caliphate, scholars of repute and boasting (al-fakhr)
especially, those composed on their Jihad victories.

1.2.3 Innovations to the Arabic Poetry by Nigerian Poets

Nigerian Arabic scholars since the advent of Islam have been recognized
worldwide for their versatility in the areas of Arabic studies. Libraries, archives
and centres for research and learning in Nigeria are replete with a considerable
number of such legacies."

In Arabic language, to be precise local scholars have studied and written
invaluable works in prose and poetry in the past centuries and the exercise
continues today.

Nigerian poets have written on nearly all the popularly known poetic
themes among the Arabs from pre-Islamic period across the ages of Arabic
literary. They produced odes on eulogy, satire, description, erotic and

'> Olaguju, H.I, “Polemical Poetry in Arabic as Composed by Some Scholars in Nigeria", Jars’
Journal of Arabic and Religious Studies, Ilorin, 2000-2001.
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philosophical ways of life in verse. On this assertion, a renowned scholar of
Arabic, Shaikh Adam Abdullahi Al-Illuri'® has rightly observed that:

o ade Al J s oW amd ¢ g o o0 13] 4 Olgrag Y b jnidl o Uglale 8 5 als "
g eyl dn by U oonlor ol 25l U] il £ bl O Y] amesy Wyt 8L 51 il

RSN
Translation:
Our (Nigerian) scholars have left behind a considerable number of legacies of
poems: If a real Arab or sincere critic has access to them he will nod his head in
admiration for such a high scholarly outputs, despite the long distance (of this
place from Arab countries) and lack of enough facilities.
There are three areas, among others, seem to be innovative to the Nigerian
Arabic Poetry. They are:
1. Poetry in prose
2. English words in Arabic poem
3. The independence erotic poems received by the contemporary Nigerian
poets.

1.2.4 Poetry in Prose

The works of Nigerian Arabic poets began to witness a dramatic change as
they wore a new outlook both in form and content, For instance, new literary
genres like drama,'® short stories and free verse which were hitherto unknown in
the history of Arabic culture in Nigeria were introduced. Of particular interest,
here is a recent anthological work entitled: Al-Layl Al-Abyad (The Luminous

' One of the greatest Nigerian scholars in the twentieth century (d. 1993) he left behind almost
sixty bools on different fields mostly on Islamic Studies, Rhetoric and Literature.
T Allluri, A.A., "Misbau ad-dirasar al-adabiyya fi diyari an-naijiriyyah, (Dar al-Kitabi Cairo:
2012), p.18
" 1n spite of the booming theatre in Nigeria, scholars of Arabic have not taken advantage of the
situstion. The renson for that is probably because of some aspects of lhe theare which Islam
frowns gL, e.g. indiscriminale mixture of men and women, and the polytheistic contents of the
plays which makes them attractive (o the Wesl but unattractive to Arabic and Islamic audience.
The only arca whore drama was developed had been in the privale and government Arabic
schools. Short Arabic plays were staged by these schools during festivities like Laylatul Qadr (27®
night of Ramadan) and Mawlid al-Nabi (the birthday of Prophet Muhammad).
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Night). This literary work is far from the conventional Arabic poetry in all
ramifications. "

Evidences show that anthologies written by the Nigerian poets in the
recent time are quite imaginable in quality and quantity. Some of these poets
continue publishing their creativity works in sequence, while some could not do

so due to financial constraints.

It is on record that few of them had their collections published. The
contents of these works differ while some of them go along with the conventional
themes in their artistic productivity and some injected new trends to the works.

Professor Hafeez Ayinde Oladosun, a lecturer at the Department of
Arabic and Islamic Studies, University of Ibadan- Nigeria appears to be the first
scholar of Arabic prosody who introduced new ideas/trends into the Nigerian
Arabic Poetry in his popular book entitled yau¥! Jdll (The Luminous Night).

An example of free poetry in his book reads thus, when he was explaining
the struggle Nigerian students used to face before gaining admission into Nigerian
universities:
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19 Abdullah, M.J., “The Modern Trends in Nigerian Arabic Literary Culture: A Critical
Examination of Oladosu’s Al-Layl Al-Abyad” Book of Abstracts, 1* International Conference held
at the Department of Arabic and Islamic Studies, Kogi State University, Anyingba p.112.
20 Oladosuo, A.L, “Al-Layl Al-Abyad”, First Edition, Mukhutar’s Company for Publication and
Distribution, 2012, pp. 20-22..
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Translation:

Goodbye! Goodbye!!

Goodbye to the University

Welcome! And welcome!!

Goodbye out of this town

Life inside the University!

A life out of sincerity

A life full of rest

Seriousness shall come after rest
Welcome! Welcome!!

Welcome to the University

Goodbye! Goodbye!!

Goodbye from the University!
Competent

Competent at throwing against falsehood!
And walking after enjoinment,

They came the way through which you came.
Arrived having gained the admission.
Admission after years of aspiration.

Days of fictions are phantoms

And agonies

I was admitted as a student in the Department
Department of Arabic and Islamic Studies
Admitted after handwork and seriousness
After days of sleeplessness.

After sitting in the halls of examinations.
Overcome the foe!

Damn to WAEC and JAMB

Welcome! And welcome!!

Welcome to the University

Above is an extract of free verse by Oladosu. The poet did not adhere to
the fundamental principles of prosody. There is no particular meter used out of
conventional sixteen meters, In addition to that, no specific feet applied in the
entire work against the rules and guidelines laid down by Khalil bn. Ahmad al-
Farahidi (the founder of Science of Prosody).
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Although, some of the widely acclaimed international Arabic poets in
Egypt, Iraq etc. kick against free verse in the name of expansion for prosody and
the freedom the radicalists are clamouring for would not help the advancement of
Arabic poetry rather will spoil it.”!

An example quoted above, represents new trend in the history of Nigerian
Arabic poetry, the ancient Nigerian poets did not use it in their anthologies simply
because it was seen as an attack on the conventional Arabic poetry known to them
for centuries.” An Ode composed with known guidelines gives more attraction
and makes it acceptable to the lovers of poetry than have it unmetered. Al-layl al-
abyad stands to be the first work to be known in this regard.

1.2.5 English Words in Arabic Poetry

The influence of English language on Arabic lan nguage among Nigerian
elite cannot be undermined. Yoruba, Hausa, Fulani, Ibo® and Igala peoples for
instance, borrowed extensively from English language directly or indirectly.

The influence is reflected on our daily conversations and writing skills.
English words that were arabrised into the Arabic lexicograpies are uncountable,
let alone the other means of communications we hear or read in Arabic
journals/magazines, and from television and radio broadcasters.

Such influence is seen later in Arabic literature as an innovation and
modernization. The late Waziri Junaid® of Sokoto for example, composed an
mnovative and attractive piece of Arabic poem on the bitter experience he had
during his visit to Lagos. In the piece, some lexical items were used without
having adverse effect on the meter, the meaning and the rhyme. The English

words include: Today, Yesterday, was ready, somebody, custody, and a day. He
writes thus:

2 Al-Maslut, AM., Al-adab al-Arabi Bayna al-Jahiliypah wal Islam, First Edition, Libyan
University, 2002,

22 Abikan, M.A.M., An-Nawadir Fi Shi‘ir al-Arabi an-Naijiri, Book of Proceeding published by
International Council on Arabic Language(UAR), Dubai, 2013,Vol.1 pp. 236-251.

. Nigeria as a heterogeneous society possesses about four hundred indigenous languages of this
number only Yoruba, Hausa and Igbo are been raised to the status of national languages.

* Junaid is one of the most prolific Arabic Poets. His output including a number of poems on
social, religious, elegy, complaint and praise on Prophet Muhammad. He also wrote accounts of
his journeys to various countries in both prose and poetry.
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Translation
1. Life is nothing but today after yesterday and what shall happen to every
individual was ready

2. 1 was not pleased with my stay in Lagos and I did not see somebody with
whom I was familiar.

3. Had it not been for you. Abdullah, my stay in Lagos would not have been
pleasant. It would have been to me like a custody.

4. 1 would never choose Lagos as a place of living even if offered a million
Naira a day

The poet here chooses letter Dal ( 3) as admirable letter as is seen in the
quoted verse. Those words are not originally taken from Arabic but English
words. Incorporating those words into the poem did not truncate or break the
prosodic rules. The most fascinating area in that piece is "at tasr’i’" %7 that was
successfully applied.

Junaid by this work seems to be the initiator of this type of poem, examples of

innovative works are found in his artistic works.

1.3  An Independence to Erotic Poetry

The environment in which a poet writes his poetry constitutes the major
determinant of the native and orientation of his themes. In the pre-Islamic era,
tribal interest made some themes to flourish while religious and political interests
helped some themes to attract the attention of poets.”®

Erotic poetry has never been an independent theme on its own among
themes dwelled in by Nigerian scholars particularly in the nineteenth century

= He composed this Ode during his trip which he undertook to Lagos in 1952,
28 Junaid, M., “An Anthology of the Poet”, ManuscripL , A copy of the anthology can be found in
the private library of the authors, p. V).
21 A situation where the two hemistiches must look alike both in rhyming and meter.( Internal
Rhyme )
28 L awal, A.L, “A Study of Thematic and Stylistic Features in the Arabic Works of Waziri Junaid
B.M. Al-Bukhari, P. 274.
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except in a few cases where a few Nigerian erudite scholars penetrated into it out
of desire.

The reason is that they don’t want to be known or associated with popular
poets that were familiar with it across the literary Arabic ages. The few scholars
who contributed to it presumably did it on the basis of imitation to the art itself.

However, the anthologies published by our young Nigerian poets these
days had a number of erotic poetry in different forms. Some of them are sincere
with the contents of those verses while some composed it in passion for the
theme. Nothing seems to underrate a Nigerian Arabic scholar than having poems
in this direction.

Dr. Isa Alabi Abubakar® of Department of Arabic Language, University
of Ilorin had a number of erotic poems in his two collections entitled: ar-Riyad
(meadours) and as-Shubaiyyat (the seventh verses) a representative of such poem.
An example from ar-riyad reads thus:

Y.Jl_g.m.“.g l..._,..a.:.l‘;.l.:....o- bL._...'bJ.“ Ls.ﬁ:a-[é Lg:g_r_)
slaal (3 oS Jl by Gy Jla b
all gea ey g Ll e lgan - 54
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Lol g Ol il ) i g oSN slana
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Translation
1 — I saw a beautiful woman and senses disappear causing one to
sleeplessness.
2 — A beauty beyond description moving (in pride) like branch in
Strajghtness.

 An indigene of Tlorin, he studied Arabic and Islamic Studies in different places. In Horin and
oulside 1lorin. He is at present, an associate professor of Arabic and one of contemporary Nigerian
popular Arabic poels . His poems covering a wide range of religious, political, ,praise of prophet
Muhammad ,elc.
* Abubakar, A.L, Ar-Riyyah First Edition, Alabi Printing Press, llorin, (2005), p. 182.
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3 — I'looked at her face that is resamblous to moon and my mind go astray.

4 — A scent seems to be of youthfulness being spread capturing the scene of
Worshipers in fascination.

5 — A pretty woman of sprightly nature. Her beauty moves the body.

6 — She hunts with no trap. The trap is weak beside her in terms of hunting.

7 — I traveled throughout the cities searching for her match, but difficult to
Finds.

This ode is undoubtedly composed on erotic. The bard made us to
understand that his loved one is one of the most beautiful women outside there.
Naturally gifted. An extra-ordinary beauty that could not be described in words.

The piece also represents numerous odes that were deposited in different
anthologies by different poets of contemporary Nigerian versifiers. The celebrated
Nigerian Arabic poets before this period avoid the theme deliberately.

The reason for the modern trends could be traced to the following points:

1- The exposure some of the contemporary poets had outside the country
while studying Arabic language at different levels opened the potentials in
them to this direction.”’

2- The contacts some Nigerian academics made with their counterparts

of native speakers during international conferences, workshops and

seminars burst out this trend in their creativity writings.

3- The unlimited Arabic text books recently published and deposited in
public and private libraries, archives and centers for documentation in

Nigeria also paved ways for the Nigerian Arabic poets to this idea.

However, one shall not blame any versatile poet who wants to flourish this art
of knowledge provided that the modesty is maintained,

1.3.1 Conclusion

Islamic scholars, sometimes use poems in Arabic to convey their messages
in verse. Some Nigerian Arabic/Islamic poets deliberately produced a number of
works in poems in order to disseminate the teaching and understanding of Islamic
law among their students. Books on Islamic law in form of versification were,
thereofore, written to serve the purpose and have them circulated in not only
Nigeria but also all Arabic speaking countries.

- During the interviews and interactions conducted with some of them in June, August and

October, 2015,
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In Nigeria, Abdullah bn. Fodio is leading in this direction, because, he left
behind several Islamic books on jurisprudence, criminal law under Shariah law,
sciences of Quran, Tafsir, Hadith, in verse. The reason for these didactic works
by erudite scholars is to see that Islam is spread all over the regions and poems
written in poetic forms are easily learnt and memorized.



