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Introduction 
ibrahim khan 

Translating poetry is a difficult task. One has the dual chal-
lenge of conveying both the meaning and the beauty of the 
language. DÏw¥n al-Sh¥fi¢Ï is no different in that regard; 
however there is the additional challenge of making sure 
one does not offend the sensibilities of so many Muslims for 
whom the great Imam is a revered figure. 

Therefore, our approach has been one of balancing func-
tionality and meaning against elegance and beauty where the 
two are in conflict, and to reconcile between them as far as 
possible. As such this translation is ideal for a student of the 
Arabic language who will be able to engage at a basic level 
with the Arabic text and use the translation as a crutch to aid 
his understanding. 

However, engaging with the translations is still worth-
while even for those who do not read or understand Arabic 
well, simply because of the great lessons and wisdom shared 
by Sh¥fi¢Ï in them. 

What began as an exercise to improve my Arabic skills in 
Egypt eight years ago is today finally finished in partnership 
with the excellent Moustafa Elqabbany who has elevated 
this work significantly with his expertise and insight, and I 
pray that all its readers benefit from it and gain the same 
love for Arabic poetry that I have through engaging with al-
Sh¥fi¢Ï’s work.  

I am also incredibly grateful to my wife Sumayyah Mian, 



Moemen Metwally and Mays Abbass for proofreading this 
manuscript and providing comments and thoughts on the 
translation.  

Ibrahim Khan 
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Introduction 
moustafa elqabbany 

Mu^ammad ibn IdrÏs al-Sh¥fi¢Ï (150–204 ah / 767–820 ce), 
Allah have mercy upon him, better known as Imam Sh¥fi¢Ï, 
is the titular founder of one of the four mainstream schools 
of Islamic law. Born in Gaza and buried in Egypt, he hailed 
from Quraysh, the same tribe as the Prophet Muhammad صلى الله عليه وسلم. 
Imam Sh¥fi¢Ï’s focus on Qur’an, Hadith, the Arabic language, 
and few other essential principles, is what defines his legal 
methodology. He was the first imam to look beyond localized 
juristic differences, such as those in Mecca, Medina, Yemen, 
and Kufa, and formulate a methodology that depended 
purely on revealed sources (e.g., the Qur’an and Sunnah) and 
sound reasoning—something the Imam saw as an extension 
of the Arabic language itself. Imam Sh¥fi¢Ï lived at a time 
when Greek thought had begun to permeate Islamic scholarly 
discourse. There are a number of statements attributed to him 
in which he criticizes such approaches and emphasizes the 
need for a native understanding of the language of Rev-
elation. It is no coincidence that the word for speech and rea-
son are related in both Arabic and Greek: man~iq and logos. 
Language and logic are inseparable, and the Imam made it 
his mission to champion an Arabic methodology. To the ex-
clusion of all other imams of Islamic law, Imam Sh¥fi¢Ï was a 
quotable authority (^ujjah) of the Arabic language. 

This book is a collection and translation of some of his 
poetry. Such collections are all posthumous compilations of 



his verse from various historical sources. Some attributions 
are questionable, as is the usual case with early poetry. How-
ever, most attributions are historically accurate. Finally, 
translating poetry into poetry is difficult, and while the in-
tended meanings have been preserved in translation, a literal 
rendering into poetry is impossible.  

Moustafa Elqabbany 
Director, The Royal Islamic Strategic Studies Centre 
Amman, Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan 

26th September 2024 
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