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Abstract: This study examines the moral, intellectual, and rhetorical dimensions of virtuous silence (samt) in
classical Arabic poetry at the intersection of Arabic literature and the Islamic wisdom tradition. In ancient Arabic
culture, where speech and eloquence were considered the primary indicators of social prestige, identity, and
ultimate rhetoric, silence was conceptualized not as passive incapacity or muteness, but as a conscious moral
discipline, an internal self-regulation, and a strategic protective shield. Spanning the literary heritage from the Pre-
Islamic period to the Islamic and Abbasid eras, poets characterized the uncontrolled expenditure of speech,
detached from prior reflection, as a realm of "bane" that exposes humans to irreversible ruin. Nourished by the
Hadith tradition, Sufi teachings, and moral literature, this poetic vision positions silence as an insurmountable
refuge against error, an aesthetic veil concealing ignorance and flaws, a hallmark of character maturity, and a
source of dignity. The verses of prominent poets analyzed within the scope of this study reveal the profound
connection between silence and the concepts of eloquence (balaghah) and conciseness (ijaz) in Arabic rhetorical
theory. By condensing narratives that would otherwise span pages into a single instance of keeping silent, these
poets transformed silence into the highest form of expression. Consequently, classical Arabic poets regarded the
delicate balance between speech and silence as a fundamental moral principle, demonstrating that true wisdom
lies not merely in eloquent speaking, but in recognizing the exact moment when silence serves as the most eloquent
response..
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Introduction

Fundamentally serving as a direct reflection of life, Arabic poetry does not observe a hierarchical
distinction among its subjects as major-minor or significant-insignificant. Although historical political, social,
and cultural dynamics have occasionally rendered certain themes more prominent, this literary heritage,
enduring since the Pre-Islamic (Jahiliyyah) period, far transcends the boundaries of universal genres such as
panegyric (madih), satire (hija’), elegy (ritha’), or love poetry (ghazal). Indeed, even the most minute
elements, often overlooked by ordinary people, have been transformed into aesthetic poetic objects in the
hands of poets. Consequently, poetry in Arabic culture is not merely a branch of art, but rather an exhaustive
archive of collective memory and daily life. The well-known dictum in classical literature, "Poetry is the
register (diwan) of the Arabs" (al-shi‘ru diwanu al-Arab), explicitly elucidates this cultural phenomenon
(Ibn Rashiq, 1981).

In Arabic culture, language and eloquence serve as a mirror in which personality is materialized.
However, within this literary and cultural sphere, silence is just as functional as the spoken word (lafz).
Indeed, the impact of an expression is directly correlated not only with the moment words are displayed, but
also with bringing the speech to an end at the precise time. In this context, transforming silence into an
aesthetic form is a rhetorical strategy that does not diminish the power of the word, but on the contrary,
further reinforces it within the mind of the listene (Al-*Askari, 1419 AH). In the Arabic language, two primary
terms are utilized to denote the state of silence: al-sukiit (<sSadl) and al-samt (wweal). Lexically, al-sukiit is
employed in meanings such as "the opposite of speech, remaining silent, ceasing, becoming still, and
refraining from speech deliberately or voluntarily despite possessing the capacity to speak. (Ibn Manzir,
1414 AH). While the term al-samt shares the same meaning as al-sukiit, it incorporates an additional nuance,
lexically defined as "prolonging the state of silence. (Ibn Manzur, 1414 AH; Al-Zabidi, 1385-1422 AH).

Al-Raghib al-Isfahani elucidates the distinction between these two terms as follows: "Al-samt
possesses a broader and more profound meaning than al-sukiit. This is because it can be used for both entities
that lack the capacity for speech and those that possess this capacity yet choose not to speak. For this reason,
entities devoid of the ability to speak are also referred to as samit and musmit. Conversely, al-sukiit is uttered
exclusively for someone who possesses the ability to speak but refrains from utilizing this capability (Al-
Raghib al-Isfahani, 2007). It is highly probable that the prophetic traditions (hadiths) exerted a profound
influence on al-Isfahani’s distinction between these terms in this specific manner. Indeed, the Prophet stated
in his traditions: “Whoever wishes to be pleased by attaining salvation should remain silent”; “Silence is the
pinnacle of worship”; “Shall I inform you of the easiest form of worship and the lightest upon the body? It
is silence and good character”; “Silence is the master of good manners”; “Silence is the adornment of the
scholar and a veil for the ignorant (concealing their flaws)”; “It is incumbent upon you to observe prolonged
silence. Verily, this repels Satan and aids you in worldly affairs”; “Wisdom consists of ten parts: nine are
found in seclusion, and one is in silence”; “Remaining silent is wisdom, yet those who practice it are few”;
and “Whoever believes in Allah and the Last Day should either speak righteousness or keep silent. (Ibn Ab1
al-Dunya, 1990) through these exhortations, [the Prophet] invested the term al-samt with a distinct semantic
and moral identity.

As can be observed, this corpus represents a broad semantic field shaped around the control of the
tongue and the virtue of silence (al-sukiit) within Islamic ethical thought. Here, silence is conceptualized not
merely as a state of refraining from speech, but as a moral discipline, a means for the cultivation of the soul
(nafs), and a pathway to attaining wisdom. The fact that silence is defined in the texts alternatively as the
pinnacle of worship, a central element of morality, an adornment for the scholar, and a veil for the ignorant
indicates that it was perceived as a multi-layered virtue possessing both individual and social dimensions.
Likewise, when all these traditions are considered collectively, the notion emerges that speech entails a
profound responsibility and that abstaining from unnecessary discourse is an indicator of spiritual maturity.
Within this framework, silence gains meaning not as a passive stillness, but as a conscious choice, an internal
equilibrium, and a moral stance; consequently, the texts in question constitute a holistic conceptual domain
that emphasizes the value of silence from various facets around this understanding. Indeed, in Sufism
(tasawwuf), which is one of the foundational Islamic sciences, silence (al-samt) has been designated as a matter
of spiritual etiquette (4dab) and is enumerated among the stations (magamat) and spiritual states (ahwal) of
the Sufis. (Al-Qushayri, 2001).

Virtuous silence, conceptualized as al-samt in classical Arabic ethical and adab literature, is not a
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passive muteness arising from an inability to speak. On the contrary, al-samt serves as an intellectual
barricade against the destruction caused by speech that has not passed through the filter of contemplation, a
mechanism of egoic self-control, and an artistic armor that preserves the inherent value of discourse. It is
inconceivable for such a concept to have escaped the notice of the poets. While some poets have addressed
the ontological value, boundaries, equilibrium, and expressive beauty of al-samt, others have articulated
how this concept serves as a sanctuary and reflects human character. Consequently, within the framework
of theories of wisdom, personality, ethics, and rhetoric (balaghah), this study examines the concept of al-
samt through the delicate balance that classical poets established between speech and silence.

The Boundaries of Speech: Seeking Refuge in Silence from the Banes of the Tongue

As in all cultures around the world, excessive speech is not deemed commendable in Arabic culture, where it is
widely asserted that silence protects the individual from numerous negative consequences. Within the sapiential world
of classical Arabic poetry, the tongue is recognized both as an elevating faculty that exalts human beings and as the
sharpest weapon that can drag them toward catastrophe. Poets have characterized the uncontrolled expenditure of speech
as a realm of "bane" (afah) that threatens individual and social morality, exposing humans to irreversible ruin. When
the boundaries of discourse are breached, an individual encounters not only condemnation and regret but also becomes
the victim of a security vulnerability woven by their own hands. In the face of this circle of risk, classical poets have
treated silence (samf) not as an incapacity, but rather as a strategic and aesthetic sanctuary—a total protective shield.
Nourished by the intellectual heritage of the Arabian Peninsula and Islamic civilization, this poetic vision regards
remaining silent not as passive inaction, but on the contrary, as the manifestation of profound internal contemplation
and mental regulation. Numerous poets have contextualized the concept of samt as the adornment of the intellect, a veil
concealing flaws, and the most secure path to preservation from error.

Ali ibn Abi Talib, one of the four Rightly Guided Caliphs (al-Khulafa’ al-Rashidiin), is among those who
articulated this theme in the most exquisite manner. By contrasting the elegance engendered by concise
speech with the weariness induced by excessive discourse, he aimed to visualize the aesthetic value of
balanced speech within the mind. In the second couplet, it is emphasized that remaining silent is not a passive
act, but on the contrary, a voluntary and active shield that protects the individual from error and
condemnation. The renowned similes of silver, pearl, and ruby in the final couplet do not merely relegate
silence to a method of protection; instead, they elevate it to the level of a moral adornment, a virtuous jewel.
(‘Ali b. Abi Talib, 2002).
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Indeed, brevity in speech is graceful for those who practice it, while excessive talk is detested.
The silent man never stumbles, whereas the talkative always slips; and blame never finds the quiet soul.
If speech were fashioned out of silver, silence would be a pearl embellished with rubies.

The catastrophes that the tongue can cause and the elegance attained through silence are among the
most frequently treated themes. The tongue is the most critical organ determining an individual's reputation
and even their very existence in social life. The following couplets, while drawing attention to the dangers
of untimely and immoderate speech, counsel adhering to silence, which is the adornment of the intellect.
Through a striking antithesis, the poet demonstrates that wounds inflicted by a physical fall can heal,
whereas an error caused by a slip of the tongue can drag a person toward spiritual or worldly ruin (death)
(‘Ali b. Abi Talib, 2002).
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Do not speak excessively at an inappropriate time, and make a habit of silence, which is the adornment of the
intellect.

A young man may perish from a slip of his tongue, yet a person does not die from a slip of his foot.

Speech is sometimes characterized as a disease that spiritually and intellectually poisons human
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beings. An individual's desire to respond to every word and engage in every dispute can transform into a
soul-wearying warfare. The following couplets defend the nobility of withdrawing into one's own shell,
staying clear of unnecessary arguments and hurtful arrows. Rather than catching the spiritual illnesses and
chaos triggered by discourse, the poet prefers to remain within the tranquility brought by silence; for instead
of living with the wounds inflicted by the tongue, remaining within the dignity of silence is a far more
auspicious path of well-being for a human being. Abti Nuwas, the renowned poet of the Abbasid period,
expressed this situation as follows (Ibn Qutayba al-Dinawari, 1998):
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Step aside from the archer [who aims at you], and pass him by in peace.
To perish from the malady of silence is far better for you than to suffer from the sickness of speech.

Within the Islamic literary and sapiential tradition, the elegance of silence and measured speech has
always been emphasized as much as the power of the word. Mastering one's tongue is recognized as the key
to salvation for an individual’s both worldly and otherworldly affairs. The following couplet, while revealing
the distinction between hollow words lacking depth and profound discourse filled with knowledge and
gnosis (‘irfan), reminds us that the path to attaining liberation and tranquility lies in speaking accurately and
silently, without squandering words. Al-Ma’arr1 expressed this situation as follows (al-Ma 'arri, 1924).
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Cling to silence if you desire salvation, for a shallow utterance is never like an ocean of profound speech.

In these couplets, al-Ma‘arr1 emphasizes the pseudo-superiority of materialism over nobility and
underscores how excessive speech undermines the sincerity of an individual's words; thereby, he counsels
seeking refuge within the protective shield of wisdom and silence (al-Ma‘arr1, 1924).
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Be whoever you wish—of mixed lineage or pure; Once you are blessed with wealth, you are the master.
And stay silent, for whenever a man speaks too much, he is surely thought to be exaggerating.

In another poem, al-Ma’arr1 underscores that silence constitutes the safest harbor in the face of the
jolting surprises of fate (falak), highlights how speech is distorted as it is carried from ear to ear, and
emphasizes that no matter how much individuals rely on their intellect, divine destiny and sustenance (rizq)
ultimately reign supreme beyond it (al-Ma‘arr1, 1924).
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Silence is safer, for no step is so firmly guarded that the vicissitudes of time cannot make it stumble.

And rumors altered the news I had once heard; Indeed, the ruin of speech lies in distorting it by lessening or
adding.

Intellect is an ornament, yet destiny reigns above it, for it holds no sway over the seeking of one’s sustenance.

Ali ibn Hisham addresses the vital role of patience, dignity (hilm), and controlled silence within an
individual's process of moral maturation. While noting that dignity is an acquired virtue that adorns the

human being, he emphasizes that remaining silent in moments of ignorance or incapacity serves as the safest
sanctuary that protects the individual from regret (Al-Ibshihi, 1999).
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By your life, forbearance is indeed an adornment for its possessor and forbearance is nothing but a habit and a
conscious effort to be patient.

If a young man's silence does not stem from a past regret or from an inability to express oneself, then remaining
silent is far better and safer.

Another poet emphasizes that silence is a secure companion that protects an individual from dangers
and functions as a shield against the catastrophes that the tongue can engender. He notes that remaining
silent enables one to live in peace, imparts wisdom, and serves as the most loyal guardian protecting the
individual from slips of the tongue during moments when they find it difficult to express themselves
(Shaykh, 1913).
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Silence is an ally of peace for a man, and a witness to his excellence in wisdom.

And it is a guardian against the slips of the tongue in speech, should one find himself unable to clarify his
meaning.

Another poet acknowledges that eloquent speech adorns an individual; however, he argues that
instead of immoderate speech which may lead to error, choosing a dignified silence is far more noble and
secure (‘Abd al-Rahim, 2000).
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Silence is far better for a young man than a reckless and flawed speech that disgraces him.
And remaining silent is much move fitting for him, even if his eloquent speech were otherwise to adorn him.

In the face of the errors, insincerities, and mind-clouding verbiage that the tongue can cause, silence serves both
as a shield protecting the individual and as a badge of maturity that conceals flaws in social relations. The following
couplet, while emphasizing the protective and gainful aspects of remaining silent, functions as a timeless warning
against the dangers of aberration and deception brought about by immoderate speech (' Abd al-Rahim, 2000).
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Silence is a gain for some communities and a protective veil [over faults], while within speech lies, at times,
misguidance and fallacy.

The tongue is both an individual’s greatest strength and their most vulnerable domain. In the face of
the power of words to drag a person into regret, speaking reflectively and choosing silence when necessary
are considered the most fundamental indicators of maturity. The following couplets, while emphasizing the
importance of foreweighing the consequences of words to be spoken, remind us that instead of any discourse
that yields no benefit, leads to condemnation, and has not passed through the filter of reason, silence is a far
more effortless and noble sanctuary (‘Abd al-Rahim, 2000).
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If what you are about to say will only reap blame and bring no benefit, then silence is far easier.
Therefore, let not your tongue utter a word whose consequences have not been approved by prior reflection.

The legitimacy of speech is contingent upon the principle of justice and the condition of not leading
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to sin. Any discourse that lacks a sense of responsibility places a moral liability upon the individual, both in
this world and the hereafter. The following couplet, while emphasizing that remaining silent is an auspicious
sanctuary protecting human beings from sin, reminds us that when the need to speak arises, adhering strictly
to justice, truthfulness, and moderation constitutes an absolute moral imperative (‘Abd al-Rahim, 2000).
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Indeed, silence is far better than speech that carries sin; so remain silent to be safe, and if you must speak, be
just.

The greatest spiritual burden the tongue can engender is the regret born of words that have been
spoken and are now impossible to retract. Within the Islamic sapiential tradition, silence has been envisioned
as a safe harbor protecting human beings from falling into error. The following couplets, while addressing
the anxiety and fear that excessive speech awakens within the human soul, vividly warn of how immense a
security it is to seek refuge in the tranquility of silence before one ever speaks, thereby forestalling deep
future remorses and the self-reproach of "if only I had not spoken.” Muhammad ibn ‘Abd Allah ibn Zanj al-
Baghdadi expressed this situation as follows (Ibn Hibban, 2017):
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Through silence you are secure from error, while through excessive speech you remain in constant dread.
Do not utter a word that you will later pursue with the regret, "Oh, I wish I had not said what I said!
Testing Intellect and Character: Silence as a Veil for Ignorance

An individual’s inner world, morality, and intellectual capacity seep into the external world through
words. Within the ancient tradition of wisdom, speech has been regarded as the most transparent mirror
revealing a person’s character and rational maturity. The moment an individual speaks, they expose to their
interlocutor not only the accumulation of their mind but also their ignorance and deficiencies. Precisely at
this juncture, silence functions not merely as a state of inaction, but as a strategic protective shield and an
aesthetic veil that safeguards human intellect and character, concealing the inadequacy of the unlearned. For
a person to maintain their silence on a matter they do not know or possess mastery over prevents their
ignorance from being noticed by others. In this respect, remaining silent serves both as a reputable "booty"
(ghanimah) that prevents the erosion of reputation in social relations and as a protective "veil" drawn over
intellectual inadequacies. While letting the tongue loose uncontrollably instantly diminishes the weight of
character and renders lack of quality visible, a well-timed and measured silence constructs a well-intentioned
perception of wisdom and dignity in the minds of interlocutors. Consequently, by enveloping the destructive
effects of ignorance, silence stands as the most effortless station of nobility, offering the individual an
opportunity to re-weigh and mature their intellect and character.

Zuhayr ibn Abi Sulma, one of the renowned poets of the Pre-Islamic (Jahiliyyah) period, addressed this
concept in one of his wisdom-themed poems. In these couplets, it is emphasized that internal and mental
value holds greater importance against the deceptiveness of an individual’s outward appearance. The poet
underscores that a human being's true worth manifests only through their speech, and that the essential
elements making a human truly human are their tongue (the capacity for expression) and their heart
(intellectual discernment); beyond these, the physical body amounts to nothing more than a mass of flesh
and bone (Al-Durrah, 1989).
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How often you see a silent man who admires you, yet his true worth—uwhether his greatness or his deficiency —
is revealed only when he speaks.

A young man is but half a tongue and half a heart; and naught remains besides them but the mere form of flesh
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and blood.

Virtues such as honesty, trustworthiness, and silence are the most precious capitals an individual
accumulates for both the hereafter and worldly life. The following couplet characterizes remaining silent not
as a mundane state of stillness, but as a spiritual realm of commerce where wise individuals generate value
and secure gains. Imam al-Shafi‘lt emphasizes that an individual who invests in the capital of silence by
keeping their tongue under control will attain a far higher station and prestige than all other merchants
(speakers) who squander their words (Al-Suyti, 2010).
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Silence among men is nothing but a realm of commerce, and the merchant of silence reigns supreme over all
other traders.

Another poet emphasizes that silence or remaining mute should not be construed as a state of
helplessness; on the contrary, he underscores that it is a form of nobility that safeguards the individual from
error, rejuvenates the soul, and at times, delivers the most potent response (‘Abd al-Rahim, 2000).
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Indeed, in silence there is comfort for the quiet soul; many a word finds its best answer in remaining silent.

Conceal your inability to speak with silence as much as you can; and accept silence if you find yourself at a loss
for an answer.

One of those who composed poetry on this subject is Abu Yusuf, one of the founding imams of the
schools of law (madhahib). The Great Imam explained through a philosophical discourse that "speech" is the
most significant element betraying an individual’s intellect or ignorance. While expressing astonishment at
an ignorant person exposing their own flaws by speaking, he emphasizes that silence is a veil concealing
inadequacy, and that the silence of a wise person—who in fact knows perfectly well how to speak—
constitutes a true nobility (Al-Suytti, 2010).
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I'marvel at the fool who brings disgrace upon himself, and at the silence of the one who is the most knowledgeable
in speech.

In silence, there is a veil of cover for the fool; yet, it is through speech that the true pages of a man’s intellect are
revealed.

Another poet, while stating that excessive speech inevitably drags an individual into error,
characterizes silence as a priceless value, akin to gold and jewelry in comparison to silver. He expressed that
remaining silent or speaking little is a virtue protecting the individual from error as follows (‘Abd al-Rahim,
2000):
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The silent one does not slip, whereas no talkative person exists but slips; and a quiet man is never blamed.
If the speech of a speaker is made of silver, then silence is a pearl adorned with rubies.

In the following couplets, it is observed that silence, as the manifestation of wisdom and dignity, is
praised, and the deep relationship between the intellect and the tongue is addressed. While stating that
silence confers respectability upon an individual, the poet demonstrates through a highly succinct antithesis
that a wise person thinks before speaking, whereas an ignorant person speaks without thinking (Al-Saqqaf,
2012):
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Whoever clings to silence is clothed in dignity, which conceals his shortcomings from the people.
The tongue of the wise resides in his heart, while the heart of the ignorant resides in his mouth.

These couplets have been penned with a wise approach that counsels an individual’s posture in
communication and the correct utilization of the power of words. While stating that remaining silent is far
more auspicious than falling into error, the poet expresses that instead of a passive muteness, a "conscious
silence" that listens to what is said with undivided attention renders the individual far more distinguished
and noble (‘Abd al-Rahim, 2000).
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Indeed, silence with all its speechlessness is better than a speech that inevitably binds you to error.
So be silent, yet mindfully aware of what is being said; for that is far more beneficial and loftier in eminence.
Balaghah and Tjaz: Silence as the Ultimate Form of Expression

Eloquence (balaghah), known in literary arts as the art of expressing words in the most potent, fitting,
and flawless manner, and conciseness (jaz), the skill of conveying profoundly deep meanings with minimal
words, constitute the pinnacles of classical literature. However, these two concepts are not confined solely
to the words that fall from the tongue. Poets and thinkers have transformed silence into the ultimate form of
expression by encapsulating an exposition that would otherwise take pages into a single, profound pause
(Akbasg, 2017).

In Arabic rhetorical theory, 7jaz (conciseness) —the art of expressing the maximum meaning with the
minimum number of words—stands as the zenith of silence. While Abu al-‘Atahiyah declares that whoever
manages to remain silent attains absolute salvation, he posits that silence sometimes offers a language of
exposition (7jaz) that is far more brief and succinct than speech itself. (al-Saffarini, 1993):

&b &1 e PO & galal) AL ) Y
& &L 5% & Sz Siza 4 (ol S &
ik il QEEL || ol (55 e e

The safe and silent one has surely succeeded; while the speech of one who invites talk is but his mere sustenance.
Not every utterance deserves an answer; the best reply to that which is detestable is remaining silent.

How astonishing is the wrongdoing man, who oppresses others while knowing with absolute certainty that he

will die!

In another poem, Abt al-“Atahiyah addresses one of the greatest paradoxes in the human endeavor
for self-expression. The poet argues that people sometimes drown in words in the name of speaking briefly
and succinctly, whereas silence itself constitutes the most concise and clear message par excellence. According
to the premise here, it is impossible for an individual who cannot master the nobility of remaining silent and
discerning where to stand to reach an impressive conclusion or leave the right impression upon their
interlocutor through speech (‘Abd al-Rahim, 2000).
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People plunge into speech in order to be brief, yet at times, remaining silent is the briefest eloquence of all.

If you are incapable of mastering the art of silence, then you are utterly powerless to achieve true eloquence in
speech.

The following lines whisper a profound philosophical quest regarding the nature of time and
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humanity. While al-Ma‘arr1 argues that escaping the burden of words renders silence the most potent form
of expression (7jiz), he simultaneously invites humanity to a universal moral responsibility. A concept of
pure goodness, purified from worldly expectations and seeking its recompense solely from the Creator,
constitutes the heart of these brief yet jarring couplets (al-Ma‘arri, 1924).
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Time shortened its speech to the point that it made silence the ultimate form of brevity.
So do good deeds! If a person rewards you for it, so be it; otherwise, God is the One who rewards with goodness.

In the following couplets, the poet addresses mournful silence—one of the heaviest states of the
human soul —through an aesthetic and profound perspective. According to him, the silence of an individual
burdened with grief is no ordinary muteness; rather, it is a form of expression harboring concealed laments
and potent meanings within. This silence leaves impressions deeper than even the most beautiful melodies
and directly permeates the human soul. The poet thus underscores that at moments when words prove
inadequate, silence can transform into the most powerful vehicle of expression (‘Abd al-Rahim, 2000).
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How often a wounded, grieving silence has spoken volumes and disclosed the heart’s secret depths.

The silence of the melancholy touches a person’s soul more deeply than any songbird’s sweetest tune can reach.

The Balance Between Speech and Silence: Poetic Etiquette and Wisdom

In Eastern and Islamic aesthetic traditions, remaining silent at the right place and time is as much a
matter of morality, decorum (adab), and wisdom as is speech. Poetic etiquette demands from the poet not
only to arrange words with the precision of a lapidary but also to employ the profound void where words
end —namely, silence—as an element of expression. The "balance between speech and silence" is the most
delicate scale reflecting the maturity of an individual’s inner world; for while unrefined souls constantly
speak in an attempt to conceal their inner emptiness, gnostic and sorrowful hearts manifest the deepest truths
through silence. A wise silence possesses a far more potent, jarring, and transformative impact than an
eloquence that would span pages or the most flawless melodies. Poetry that observes this equilibrium
becomes a valley of contemplation (fafakkur), rendering the voice of silence audible and inviting the
individual to listen to their own inner voice

“Al1 ibn Abi Talib addresses the etiquette of speech within a congregation and the protective power of
silence that conceals an individual’s flaws. According to the poet, interjecting in a gathering without being
asked a question is an unseemly behavior; conversely, remaining silent serves as a strategic shield that
protects an individual’s prestige and value within society by veiling these deficiencies, even if the person is
in fact ignorant or uncultivated. (‘Ali b. Abi Talib, 2002).
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Never initiate speech in a gathering before being asked, for doing so is deemed unseemly and offensive.

For silence clothes a young man in the best of assumptions, even though he might actually be foolish, ignorant,
and clumsy.

Regarding this matter, Imam al-Shafi‘lt emphasizes the value of attaining the essence of discourse by
avoiding its loquacity, and underscores that silence, which veils the flaws of untimely speech, renders an

individual far more noble than engaging in misplaced talk (Al-Suytti, 2010).
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There is no good in the padding of words once you have found your way to the very core of speech.
Silence is far more beautiful for a young man than speaking at an inappropriate time.

In these couplets, “‘Abdullah ibn al-Mubarak addresses the two fundamental virtues that most elevate
a young person’s character and morality: namely, remaining silent at the right time and speaking only the
truth without resorting to oaths. He underscores that untimely speech humiliates the individual, and that
what preserves the value of speech is not the abundance of oaths, but rather the intrinsic honesty of the
person (Al-Dhahabi, 2001).

S R Jadl il
e b e R G| Al dadl Fiall;

Silence is far more beautiful for a young man than speaking at an inappropriate time.
And truthfulness is far more beautiful for a young man, in my view, than backing up his words with oaths.

Another poet, on the other hand, emphasizes that although silence is a safe haven, speaking out
becomes an imperative at moments when the truth and reality manifest themselves clearly. He states that
when the right path appears, one must speak courageously without faltering; however, when it is feared that
the words to be spoken will bring harm or regret, clinging firmly to silence is the most prudent and vital
precaution (‘Abd al-Rahim, 2000).
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Never choose silence when the right path has become clear to you; speak out concerning it, without any hesitation
or stammering.

But whenever remaining silent serves as a form of prudence and caution, and you fear the evil consequences of
speech, then hold fast to silence.

Salih ibn ‘Abd al-Quddiis expressed that silence is not merely an act of muteness, but also a virtue
reflecting an individual’s intrinsic maturity and dignity. However, this silence does not imply a passive
submission; whenever an individual stands up to oppose an injustice or to defend a claim, they must speak
solely on behalf of rightfulness and truth (‘Abd al-Rahim, 2000).
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Prolong your silence, for silence is indeed a sign of forbearance; but whenever you stand to speak, stand only for
the sake of truth.

In the following couplet, on the other hand, it is reminded that an individual’s restraining of their
tongue is the safest path to preserving both social dignity and inner peace (‘Abd al-Rahim, 2000).
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Indeed, in silence there is a vast refuge (and peace) for some people, maintain your silence if you have not been
questioned.

These couplets reflect an understanding of moral wisdom that counsels an individual to be careful,
measured, and prudent in speech. Emphasizing that words uttered thoughtlessly can yield unexpected
consequences, the poet draws attention to the importance of remaining silent and weighing one’s words
before speaking. Furthermore, by stating that one should not succumb to the idle and futile discourse of
people, he invites the reader to dignity and discretion. In this respect, the couplets eloquently articulate the
principle of "guarding the tongue," which is one of the foundational virtues of classical Arabic adab literature
(Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, 1981).



The Boundaries of Speech and the Aesthetics of
Silence in Classical Arabic Poetry: An Inquiry into
Virtuous Silence (Samt)
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O man, do not utter a word, for you know not what consequences it might bring upon you.
Guard your speech, for indeed in silence lies wisdom; and if you must speak a word, weigh it carefully.

And if people indulge excessively in a discourse that does not grace them, then turn away and disregard it.

Conclusion

In classical Arabic poetry, samt (virtuous silence) is not a state of deprivation arising from the
inadequacy of language and discourse; on the contrary, it is an aesthetic and moral stance of superiority that
preserves the very value of the word. Across a broad literary spectrum spanning from Zuhayr ibn Abi Sulma

to al-Ma‘arri, poets have positioned silence as the armor of intellect, the veil of ignorance, the most concise

form (ijaz) of eloquence, and a universal language of manifestation expressing the soul's profound griefs. In
conclusion, within the aesthetics of classical Arabic poetry, precisely where the "boundaries of the word"
end, the artistic and wise world of silence begins.

This study demonstrates that within the framework of classical Arabic poetry and the Islamic tradition of wisdom
(hikmah), the concept of "virtuous silence" (samt) is not merely a passive state of muteness representing the absence of
speech, but rather an active stance rooted in profound moral, intellectual, and rhetorical foundations. In ancient Arabic
culture, where speech, oratory, and eloquence were regarded as a mirror of personality and a marker of social prestige,
poets characterized unthoughtful, untimely, and immoderate words as a "malady of the tongue" that leads to individual
and social decay. The analysis conducted through the couplets of various poets—in addition to thinkers and poets such
as Hazrat Ali, Zuhayr b. Abi Sulma, Abu Nuwas, Imam Shafi'i, Abu Yusuf, and Abu al-Atahiya—proves that silence
functions as an insurmountable refuge protecting individuals from future regrets and as an aesthetic veil that conceals
ignorance.

Another major conclusion reached by the study is that the concept of silence (samt) is directly linked to eloquence
in Arabic rhetorical theory, and specifically to the concept of 7jdz—the art of expressing the maximum amount of
meaning through the minimum number of words. Evading the burden and clutter of words, classical poets compressed
ideas that could span pages into the depth of a single silence, transforming a sorrowful, wise, or strategic quietude into
the highest and most potent form of expression. Ultimately, in this conceptual atlas constructed by classical Arabic
poetry, the delicate balance between speech and silence is positioned as the most fundamental metric of a mature
personality and intellectual reflection. The universal message of this literary tradition that reaches down to the present
day is that true wisdom and literary maturity manifest not only in speaking effectively, but also in knowing when to
remain silent
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