
 
ESIC2024, Vol 8.2, S2                  Posted: 04/08/2024 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From the Margins to the Center: A Reading of 'Antarah 
Ibn Shaddad' through Hegel's Master-Slave Dialectic  

 

Feda Ghnaim1, Linda Alkhawaja2 

 
1English Language Department, Al-Ahliyya Amman University, Amman, Jordan, 

f.ghnaim@ammanu.edu.jo 
2Al-Ahliyya Amman University, English Language Department, Amman, Jordan, 

l.alkhawaja@ammanu.edu.jo  
 

 

Abstracts 

This study analyzes the Al-Moallaqa, a poem traditionally hung on the walls of the Kaaba, the 

holiest shrine for Muslims, by the pre-Islamic poet Antara bin Shaddad, through the lens of 

Hegel’s Master-Slave Dialectic. It explores the status of marginal identity, focusing on the 

poet’s portrayal of the suffering endured due to slavery, humiliation, and deprivation of honor 

in a tribal society that devalues the enslaved. It also examines self-awareness and the desire for 

change, addressing the essential awakening of the 'Self', which drives a rejection of 

marginalization and a commitment to struggle and risk in pursuit of freedom. A qualitative 

textual analysis is employed, focusing on the thematic exploration of identity, self-awareness, 

and the struggle for recognition within the poem. Antara’s poetry illustrates this self-awareness 

through vivid depictions of bravery, heroism, and chivalry, emphasizing the idea of testing 

oneself and others in the existential struggle between life and death. The contribution of this 

manuscript lies in its application of Hegelian philosophy to classical Arabic poetry, offering a 

new interpretative framework for understanding the dynamics of identity and freedom in pre-

Islamic literature. 

  

Keywords: Antara bin Shaddad, Hegel’s Master-Slave Dialectic, Marginal identity, Pre-Islamic poetry, 

Slavery and freedom.  

 

Introduction 

Antara bin Shaddad was a pre-Islamic poet whose works have long intrigued literary circles, 

largely due to the central issue in much of his poetry: his struggle for freedom. He spent his life 

fighting to reclaim that freedom from a society that sanctioned injustice and upheld slavery. This 

society drew a sharp distinction between the child of a slave woman, and one born to a free 

woman, even if both shared the same father. Due to these entrenched norms, Antara was 

condemned to a life of slavery and hybridity, making him the target of disdain and scorn. 
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 His feelings of humiliation and contempt greatly affected his identity. Due to the 

problematic conditions Antara lived in, he suffered from an inferiority complex, seeking a 

mechanism to compensate for the feeling that never let him sleep (Tabrizi, 1992). Therefore, he 

armed himself with the might that pre-Islamic norms upheld. This mechanism involved chivalry, 

sword fighting, and poetry composition. He believed that defending the right to live free was 

indispensable, as he possessed the traits and abilities that qualified him for it. Consequently, he 

rebelled against his community to claim his freedom. To achieve this, he adopted several ways 

by which he proved his entitlement to gain that freedom (Tabrizi, 1992). 

 The study, therefore, aims to examine Antara’s Moallaqa from both literary and critical 

perspectives to unveil the mechanisms he used to compensate for his deficiencies, and to explore 

the poet’s experience of suffering from slavery and his struggle to achieve freedom. This 

freedom, in turn, allowed him to attain a genuine identity rather than a false, valueless one. For 

this purpose, we adopted Hegel’s Master-Slave Dialectic, which is his most well-known 

contribution to critical theory (Cole, 2004), to answer the following research questions: What 

was Antara's relationship with his pre-Islamic community in terms of family, clan, and 

adversaries? And In what ways did Antara's actions and attributes justify his claim to freedom? 

By answering these questions, this research contributes to understanding how Antara bin 

Shaddad’s struggle for freedom and his societal interactions are articulated through his poetry, 

revealing deeper insights into the dynamics of marginal identity and self-awareness in pre-

Islamic Arabia. It also helps to profoundly analyze numerous aspects of Antara’s life and 

provides a comprehensive understanding of his interactions with his society and the norms 

prevalent in that society.  

 Moreover, this research focuses on two important issues in Antara’s life and poetry: 

freedom and recognition. Investigating the concepts of freedom and recognition provides a better 

understanding of Hegel’s philosophy and societal norms.  

Overall, this research contributes significantly to the fields of classical Arabic literature and 

philosophical literary criticism. It delves deep into pre-Islamic literature through studying 

Antara’s poetry. Thus, it enriches knowledge about that literature, constituting a significant part 

of the heritage of Arabic literature and widens the range of literary and cultural studies about the 

pre-Islamic era. Moreover, the study applies Hegelian philosophy of the master-slave dialectic 

as a framework for analysis. This enables the application of Western philosophical theories to 

analyze classical Arabic literature. It adds a deep philosophical understanding of pre-Islamic 

literature and contributes to interdisciplinary studies that combine literature, philosophy and 

history. Besides, the study is also deeply rooted in the historical and cultural context of the pre-

Islamic Arabian Peninsula, which makes the research culturally and historically significant.  

Finally, the research highlights history and Arabic culture of the pre-Islamic era, reinforcing the 

general understanding of that important era of Arab history. Therefore, the results might enhance 

readers’ cultural and historical awareness.  
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Literature review  

Many studies examined Antara’s Moallaqa in the context of its historical significance and literary 

merit, exploring themes of identity, social status, and poetic expression, yet few have applied 

Western philosophical theories, such as Hegel’s Master-Slave Dialectic, to provide a deeper 

analysis of the poet’s struggle for freedom and self-identity. 

Absi (2020) examined how self-effacing courage could achieve its essential human presence as 

reflected by using words of excellence, individualism, and action. By examining textual codes, 

the study used semiotics to unveil their positive meanings. The study concluded that the courage 

adopted by the 'Self' aimed to achieve actual human existence, rather than death and destruction. 

The 'Self' used its abilities to function effectively in both the present and the future, avoiding 

concerns about losing itself in the superficial presence of others or getting caught up in 

trivialities. Instead, the awareness of mortality drove it to seek freedom, pushing it to use its 

abilities to pursue a meaningful existence, even at the risk of death (Absi, 2020). 

In the same vein, Salman (2019) examined aspects of argumentation in the poem Antara Bin 

Shadad. He analyzed arguments and evidence that Antra used to establish a high position among 

clan members to achieve his goals. Salman tackled the argumentative structure the poet infused 

into the fabric of his poetry to defend himself and to win the hearts of his uncle and clan by using 

paradoxical and non-paradoxical diction to achieve his goal and convince others with his 

courage, chivalry, and originality. Salman concluded that the poet did not use only one idea or 

stance, a body of evidence that reflects his skill in achieving and shaping all that he aspired to. 

Such a technique helped the poet achieve his objectives and, thus, affected the readers of his 

poetry.  

  Similarly, Massas (2017) analyzed the poem, focusing on self-assurance and lost 

identity from a tribal perspective that ignores slaves and hybrids. The poet’s personality was 

revealed through his relationship with the 'Other' /the beloved, to whom he did his best to assert 

his identity, and to the tribe, which drove him into isolation and identity loss. Therefore, he tried 

to relegate tribal laws and establish himself by imposing that self-imposing and drawing his lost 

identity.   

 Another study conducted by Ibnayan (2007) highlighted how the introduction of the 

poem evoked values that the poet used to recall new ideas for creating new human values and 

modern concepts. He aimed to invest in developing new concepts of human dimensions based 

on existence, behavior, and action. The researcher explained how the poet surpassed his society 

mentally and morally through courage, generosity, and affection. Thus, through many attempts, 

Antara overturned life in a community that rejected him due to tribal fanaticism.  

 Ahmed (2017) examined Antara's rhetorical methods to prove his right to freedom in a 

class society that sanctifies and legalizes class distinctions. Such a society distinguishes between 

the son of a free woman and his counterpart from a slave. The researcher adopted the inductive 

analytical approach, presented verses based on argument and explained them by analyzing the 

used images and style to demonstrate the poet’s successful argument. The tools analyzed include 

fronting and delaying, passive structures, deletion, metaphors, metonymy, oxymorons, similes, 

and other rhetorical devices. The study concluded that despite the motives of the poet's 
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vagabondism, he showed a sense of belonging to his clan, which he defended. For him, his 

existence relied on the tribe, and its glory was his as well. The war between Dahis and Al-Ghabra, 

in which he fought fiercely, was the best chance for him to attain the aspired freedom that his 

father openly recognized. Also, the study highlighted the strong connections between arguments 

and poetry. They never contradict each other because poetry addresses emotions, while argument 

relies on evidence and logical proofs —elements that Arabic poetry can incorporate. 

 The two terms the 'Self' and the 'Other' were examined in various poems by Larqam 

(2023). She investigated the challenge faced by the poetic 'Self,' which struggled to prove its 

identity through chivalry and verses to establish itself within the pre-Islamic community. It also 

highlighted resistance to oppression, injustice, and deprivation in an attempt to unveil the conflict 

and controversy arising between the poet’s 'Self' and 'Other,' which might take different forms. 

The researchers presented some images in his poetry: the brave hero who tried to prove himself 

and attain freedom, the lover whose heart attracted his love, 'Abla.' The poet, though, wished to 

maintain his love for her; he also disclosed his opinion toward his tribe and people.  

 As for the 'Other,' the image varied; it could be the tribe that usurped his rights and 

subjected him to humiliation. His father, 'Shaddad', the chieftain of the tribe, refused to recognize 

his son, 'Antara,' in compliance with tribal and community laws, resulting in his people's despise 

of Antera. The mother 'Zabeeba,' might also be the 'Other.'  She was the black woman who gave 

him the black-skin color leading to his attachment to the slave class. Antara tried to trespass all 

that and establish a social status through courage and chivalry. Eventually, Antara’s 'Self' could 

achieve its goal by recognizing the 'Other' (the father), who confirmed that the son belongs to 

the tribe and that he should defend himself against his enemy.  

 A study conducted by Mazhari (2020) aimed to answer important questions: Did slavery 

impact Antara’s psyche? Could it reveal the hidden dimension of his sense of inferiority, and 

might this be compensated for through fighting, venturing, bloodshed, good morals, and habits? 

Mazhari discussed Antara’s personality through investigating the motives behind the feeling of 

inferiority, and by compensating for that inferiority. The study found that the factors behind 

Antara’s feeling of inferiority included slavery, his black skin, and the ridicule he faced from his 

beloved Abla. The tools he used for compensation were poetry, psychological rebellion, and 

chastity.  

 The primary result of the study is that Antara suffered from the effects of slavery for a 

long time due to his black skin. Consequently, he was in constant conflict to compensate for his 

feelings of inferiority, sometimes through chivalry and at other times through chastity and high 

morals. He strove to fill the psychological and emotional void with adventures, intense fighting, 

and defending his nation in battles. 

 Another result of the study was that Antara's love for Abla was not only pure but also 

passionate. She served as a conduit for expressing his strong feelings and emotions. At times, he 

underestimated Abla and displayed his superiority over her to highlight his exceptional personal 

traits. The researchers asserted that this conclusion was deduced from a deep analysis of Antara’s 

poems and within the overall context of the text. 
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On that basis, the current study differs from previous ones in several aspects. It adopts a unique 

methodological approach that incorporates the concepts of the German philosopher Hegel, 

particularly his master-slave dialectic. The study applies these modern philosophical ideas to 

Antara’s Moallaqa, approaching it from a philosophical perspective. In doing so, it explores the 

interaction between individuals and situations within this philosophical framework. 

 

Theoretical framework: Hegel’s master-slave dialectic 

Hegel’s master-slave dialectic discusses two figures: master and slave. For Hegel, these two 

figures are not actually two distinct people, but rather two forms of self-consciousness. Hegel’s 

dialectics include two opposed forms: “a master-self-consciousness‟ and “a slave-self-

consciousness” (Bornedal, 2005). These dialectics lead to an understanding of class struggle and 

awareness of that struggle. Whenever we talk about these dialectics, we should address the 

development of awareness in Hegel, or what is referred to as self-awareness. How is it formed 

when it becomes a true, essential 'Self', free from submissiveness, weakness, and mere basic 

awareness? (Bornedal, 2010). 

 In his famous book “Phenomenology of Spirit,” Hegel divided human awareness into 

two different stages: In the first stage, the 'Self’ is individualized and contained within his entire 

existence, his feelings, implications, and emotions in a purely subjective way (Hegel, 1807). In 

this case, the 'Self’ does not have any external subjects or things (Sheik, 2006). Hegel compares 

the first awareness stage to a newborn baby who has not yet become strong.  

In the second stage, the 'Self’ develops to become capable of awareness and demonstrates a 

relationship between the 'Self'  and the object, which eventually creates a relationship between 

the 'Self'  and the 'Other'. Thus, the object is transformed into what Hegel calls 'The Here' (Farhah 

& Mohammad, 2017).  

 This idea emerges clearly when discussing his famous dialectic, 'The Master-Slave,' 

which is central to the concept of the self-awareness stage. This dialectic represents Hegel’s 

discussion of self-awareness, which aims at achieving absolute knowledge. At this stage, the 

'Self' acknowledges the existence of other selves, of which one shows superiority over the 'Other'. 

Historically, such a result has manifested in the system of slavery, which has taken various forms 

throughout history—whether in its traditional past forms or in modern manifestations like 

feudalism and capitalism. Therefore, we could argue that one self dominates, bullies, and 

dictates; in contrast, other selves remain weak and uncertain about their future (Hegel: 1807).  

 According to Hegel (1807), the disparity between the one self and the other selves 

produces the first stage of the human social life system. This life acknowledges “Mighty” only 

which is the one who generally dominates and imposes the system of sovereignty and slavery. 

In other words, the master dominates over the slave who loses his self-awareness and turns into 

something that is not aware of his human reality and dignity. He descends to the animal level 

that does not exceed simple self-indulgence (Hegel,1807). Hegel asserts that at this stage, The 

master-slave dialectic begins to crystallize through a relationship that encompasses the master’s 

'Self'. This relationship is based on a conflict between two selves within the same environment, 
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where one seeks to achieve independence by defeating or destroying the 'Other', the object or the 

slave, or anyone under their domination (Kojev, 2000).  

 Based on the above, the master’s independence relies on the destruction of the slave’s 

independence, which is where the problem lies. When the 'Self’ can destroy other objects, the 

issue becomes complicated for other selves who also seek independence and may wish to destroy 

other selves. This dynamic ultimately renders them dependent on that dominant 'Self'. Therefore, 

it abrogates its independence by becoming subordinate to the other self.  

The master, at this stage, totally depends on the slave and exploits him for his needs. In this 

regard, Hegel (1807) explains that by depending on the slave, the master begins to lose his own 

independence. He adds that to achieve his self-awareness and independence, the master relies on 

the slave, which paradoxically undermines his own independence by negating the independence 

of the 'Other' (the slave). 

Moreover, as the slave becomes responsible for meeting all the needs of the master, he develops 

his awareness gradually to reach independence and self-awareness. Through work and diligence, 

the slave acquires skills and knowledge that qualify him to develop himself and gradually gain 

independence (Bornedal, 2010). At this point, the master accepts other self-awareness and the 

slave becomes aware of himself. Therefore, the 'Self' and the 'Other' maintain a continuous 

relationship characterized by independence, desire, and domination, which ultimately seeks 

recognition (Kojev, 2018).  

 

Analysis and discussion from Hegel’s perspective  

Antara’s poem is one of the most important poems of the pre-Islamic era which was admired by 

many modern Arab critics and orientalists. It was one of the most precious poems, known as 

'Rare,' and by which Antara was renowned (Meisami & Starkey, 1998). The poem is the outcome 

of a rich human experience where modern humans' aspirations, problems, and concerns are 

integrated. Antara recited his initial verses in response to a situation where a man from the Banu 

Abs tribe pointed out or emphasized the dark skin of Antara’s family members, specifically his 

mother and brothers. Antara insulted him in return and proudly declared, “Indeed, I show Valor 

in battle, fulfill my duties toward the spoils of war, remain dignified when I need help, and give 

generously of what I possess.” The man responded, “I am a poet better than you.” Antara replied, 

“You will know that.” He then mentioned the killing of Muwaiyeh Ibn Nazzal in the first line he 

recited, which is known as the Moallaqa (Eid, nd: 13).  To further analyze the poem, the 

researchers focused on two main axes: the status of the marginalized 'Self' and self-awareness 

and love for change. 

The status of the marginalized self 

 The ruins with which the poet opens his poem symbolize the suffering endured by the 

human 'Self.' This suffering results from the tribal social system imposed upon him and the slave 

class, representing the worst forms of oppression, humiliation, and scorn. Such a system made 

Antara feel nihilistic, as homes lay wasted and silent. This silence mirrored the poet's own sense 

of alienation from his people. He stated  
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Figure 1: Antara’s Moallaqa (Ibn Shaddad, n.d) 

 

Figure 2: Antara’s Moallaqa Translated by Al Momayyaz (2013) 

The wasteland nature of the place, the desertion of its inhabitants, the absolute silence engulfing 

it, and the obliteration of its landmarks cultivated in the poet a feeling of alienation and 

lifelessness similar to the ruins themselves.  

Moreover, the presence of a female element (Abla) in the place reflects a desire for fertility and 

renewal, as a woman symbolizes life and fertility (Batal, 1981). Although Abla appears to be his 

beloved, she might also symbolize Antara’s clan, to which he pays homage despite being denied 

recognition due to his hybridity and black color. This beloved (the tribe) denied him his rights, 

making the place lifeless both for him and for the tribe. The tribe’s land was meant to be a 

sanctuary for the poetic 'Self,' but given the previous symbolic meanings, the poet illustrates the 

depth of his suffering within the context of his group. 

There is nothing strange about this, given that the environment was neither safe nor nurturing for 

her son, affecting the preservation of his dignity and humanity. Consequently, the poetic 'Self' 

articulated the reasons behind this denial and lack of recognition by using symbols of contrast to 

highlight the racial and class discrimination he experienced. This denial reinforced his sense of 

nothingness and false reality. The poet’s beloved (the tribe) resides in Ajwaa, where Abla also 

lives, while Antara and his family belong to a class of slaves living in Hazan, Saman, and 

Mutathallam. 
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It is overly simplistic to interpret the poem at a superficial level and accept its concepts and 

geographical locations without deeper analysis. The tribe could not realistically reside together 

in such a place; rather, the selection of these three locations highlights the discrimination between 

masters and slaves. The tribe’s masters experience prosperity, fertility, and fortune, symbolized 

by the term Jewaa, which denotes openness and tranquility. In contrast, Antara and his family of 

slaves reside in arid areas, reflecting the poet’s suffering and sense of loss among them. While 

Jewaa signifies expansiveness and abundance, Hazan, Samman, and Mutathallam represent 

harshness, drought, and hardship. 

The contrast between locations underscores the poet’s deep sense of racial discrimination and 

class disparity between master and slave, which bars him from joining the free class, the Nobles 

of his people. These connotations reflect the pain and sense of objectification experienced by the 

ego that is unaware of itself; it is 'I am living,' yet it remains undisclosed to both itself and others 

(Kojev, 2000). The poet continues to express these feelings of alienation, which overwhelm the 

poetic 'Self' with the burdens of slavery, as illustrated in the following lines: 

 

Figure 3: Antara’s Moallaqa (Ibn Shaddad, n.d) 

 

Figure 4: Antara’s Moallaqa Translated by Al Momayyaz (2013) 

The preceding lines are tense and emotionally charged. Although Antara's true love for Abla (the 

tribe) has deeply affected him, the slavery he endured, despite his innocence, prevented any 

possibility of forgiveness. Consequently, the gap between the poet and his tribe widened, leading 

to his increasing discontent with the rigid tribal system that further estranged him from a people 

who no longer recognize him. These class differences between the poet and the tribe are starkly 

evident in the final line of the previous poetic excerpt.  

How can I visit… the land of Abla/the tribe in (Anayzatayn), situated on a high hill symbolizing 

the lofty status and elevation of the noble and free class, while his people reside in (Ghaylam), 

in the darkness of a deep well, signifying the inferior status of the slave class? According to the 

prevailing social system, this class is to be denied and marginalized. The poet conveys this 

through the tribe’s metaphorical departure from Antara. The situation is depicted in a traditional 

manner, with the beloved leaving the place. However, in the Moallaqa, this tradition takes a new 
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turn; the poet does not yield to love but is instead troubled by the marginalization and lack of 

recognition symbolized by the departure (Oleimat, 2004). Even in the departure scene, class 

differences are evident, now symbolized by wealth. The caravan consisted of forty-two milking 

female camels, highly valued by Arabs for their rarity, reflecting richness and prosperity as 

echoed in the following lines of verse: 

 

Figure 5: Antara’s Moallaqa (Ibn Shaddad, n.d) 

 

Figure 6: Antara’s Moallaqa Translated by Al Momayyaz (2013) 

 One cannot overlook the striking significance of the black color that the poet 

emphasizes at the beginning of the poem (night, dark, and the black color of the raven’s wing). 

This use of color intensifies the negative connotations associated with it, highlighting the poet’s 

sense of inadequacy, which led to his experience of slavery, self-abnegation, and existential 

struggle. 

The poet's presence at the ruins, with all their symbolic meanings, crystallizes his feelings of 

marginalization and lack of recognition. This marginalization compels him to seek to cleanse his 

soul of the burdens of slavery and to look towards a hopeful future. The journey scene in the 

poem symbolizes this struggle and his determination to liberate the 'Self,' as expressed in the 

following lines: 
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Figure 7: Antara’s Moallaqa (Ibn Shaddad, n.d) 

 

Figure 8: Antara’s Moallaqa Translated by Al Momayyaz (2013) 
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 The female camel was the most prominent means of the journey, serving as a bridge for 

crossing. It carries the oppressed 'Self' to its destination. The trip represents a critical stage in 

Antara's life; it prepares him for the moment of self-assertion and the rejection of slavery. The 

poet endowed the camel with his own strength, will, and determination. A strong, young camel 

that does not beget or breastfeed (Al-Zuzani, 1963), it is as active and swift as a male ostrich. 

Like him, she is resolute in her quest to eliminate slavery.  

She refused to drink from turbid water (Dailam water) but instead drank from the pure waters of 

'Dahradain,' metaphorically implying Antara’s absolute rejection of slavery. In pre-Islamic 

society, the male ostrich symbolized slavery, as young ostriches sought refuge with it. Antara 

longs for his clan to recognize him and call upon him for help in crucial times due to his bravery 

and chivalry, qualities that set him apart from the other members of his tribe. Yet, he also desires 

that his family would recognize him and offer refuge, but they deny him, along with the 

principles of justice and equality. By doing so, he asks for things that go against the rigid tribal 

class system, marking him as an outsider who does not understand the 'language' of his people. 

He expresses this in the following lines: 

 

Figure 9: Antara’s Moallaqa (Ibn Shaddad, n.d) 

 

Figure 10: Antara’s Moallaqa Translated by Al Momayyaz (2013) 

At first glance, one might think that these lines of verse do not belong to the journey scenes. 

However, upon deeper examination, one can uncover the broader vision that encompasses the 

entire poem. The poet uses words metaphorically, with intellectual and emotional connotations, 

such as 'furious camel.' These words reflect his underlying ideas. He attempts to blend the 
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elements of the world into one coherent whole and rearranges them in a manner that is infused 

with two key psychological and emotional principles, both of which merit further investigation. 

 The image of the ugly-faced cat, showing animosity toward the camel by clawing at its 

side, is highly expressive. The camel, which escaped the drought and symbolizes the poetic 'Self' 

of the slave, is attacked by a fierce cat trying to halt its journey. Despite the challenges, the 

determined camel manages to escape, disregarding the obstacles in its path, driven by the hope 

of reaching its goal. 

 Through the preceding depictions of the ruins and the journey, one can uncover the 

marginalized tribal life the poet endured. The following lines are rich with persuasive elements 

that argue for his right to freedom—to live as a free human being—because he possesses the 

moral qualities that entitle him to live with honor and dignity: 

 

Figure 11: Antara’s Moallaqa (Ibn Shaddad, n.d) 

 

Figure 12: Antara’s Moallaqa Translated by Al Momayyaz (2013) 
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 The preceding lines reveal the inherent traits of heroism that Abla/the tribe is aware of: 

the poet begins listing the qualities of knights. Pre-Islamic knighthood instills a sense of dignity 

and honor in its possessor. While tribe members boast of virtues such as faithfulness, extreme 

generosity, honor, patience, and loyalty (Daif, 1977), the knight (Antara) avoids being driven by 

whims—an implicit rejection of slavery. If Abla/the tribe places a barrier between herself and 

the poet (racial discrimination) by demeaning him as a slave, it is because the tribe refuses to 

acknowledge his valor and courage, despite his ability to defeat the bravest warriors. Antara 

pleads for the tribe to recognize the noble qualities that elevate him to the free class. His tolerance 

is admirable but contingent upon justice, as tolerance under oppression is mere weakness and 

humiliation. He connects chastity to sobriety, noting that one cannot protect chastity while 

intoxicated, as it requires awareness. Similarly, he links generosity to regaining awareness after 

intoxication, knowing that the intoxicated squander their wealth. In such moments, a person's 

noble morals are truly tested 

As for drinking wine at noon, when the heat is intense and drinking may tempt one to abandon 

certain values, Antara’s poetic 'Self' remains steadfast in adhering to his morals and principles. 

Through these lines, he calls upon the tribe to acknowledge him for the virtues he possesses, 

virtues that set him apart from the rest of the tribe. 

Self-awareness and love for change 

Antara’s 'Self' was burdened with the chains of slavery imposed upon him, despite possessing 

the qualities that could grant him freedom, either through voluntary means or by force. His poetic 

'Self', in its quest for freedom and the tribe's recognition, was driven by both love and a deep 

desire to transcend his status of humiliation. His determination to achieve freedom and prove his 

unmatched valor and heroism is evident. Through his memory, Antara revisits three scenes of 

heroism, which he presents in a narrative form, as the following lines reveal : 

 وحَـليلِ غَانيةٍَ ترََكْتُ مُجَدَّلاً تمَكو فَريصَتهُُ كِشِـدقْ ِ الأعْـلمَ 

 ِ سَبـَقتَْ يَدايَ لهَُ بعَـاجِلِ طَعْـنةٍَ ورَشاشِ نافذةٍَ كَـلَوْنِ العَنْدم

 هلاّ سَألتِ الخَيْـلَ يا ابْـنةََ مالكٍ إنْ كُنتِ جاهِـلَةً بمَا لم تعَْـلَمي 

 إذْ لا أزالُ على رِحالةَِ سَـابـِح ٍ نَهْدٍ تـَعاَوَرُهُ الكُماةُ مُكَـلَّم 

دُ للطّعانِ وتـَارةً يأوي إلى حَصِدِ القِـسِـيِّ عرَمرَم  ِ طَوراً يجَُـرَّ

 ِ يخُْبِرُكِ مَنْ شَهِدَ الوَقيعـَةَ أننّي أغْشَى الوَغَى وأعِفّ عِندَ المَغْـنمَ

Figure 13: Antara’s Moallaqa (Ibn Shaddad, n.d) 
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Figure 14: Antara’s Moallaqa Translated by Al Momayyaz (2013) 

The act of killing the lover of the courtesan symbolizes Antara’s rejection of weakness and 

cowardice, traits embodied by the man Abla (representing the clan) chose, believing him to be 

deserving of her affection. In this dramatic scene, Antara recalls the killing with vivid details, 

capturing the motion, sounds, and turmoil of life—contrasting sharply with the emptiness and 

marginalization he endured. This revolt against the cowardly lover represents the self-assertion 

that Antara believes warrants freedom and recognition. As a dynamic and active force defending 

the tribe, Antara emphasizes his deservingness of honor and dignity. The vivid description of the 

enemy’s wound and the sound of gushing blood reflects his insistence on being the agent of 

action, proving himself as a creative actor who seeks to attain the freedom his soul yearns for. 

 Shedding light on the killing of the courtesan’s lover reinforces the poet's sense of 

absolute power. By defeating the lover, Antara conveys his desire to claim a symbol of life and 

its varied pleasures. This victory signifies his worthiness to defend his world, representing his 

quest for recognition, honor, and the right to experience life’s richness, which had been denied 

to him due to his marginalized status. 

 Thus, in the following lines, the poet expresses concern about Abla’s recognition (as a 

symbol of the tribe) of his knightly abilities. He highlights his heroic efforts, urging her to inquire 

about his great deeds: "Didn’t you ask the horses, daughter of Malek?" The poet concludes that 

his fight is driven by virtue, the cornerstone of his heroism, rather than material spoils. Through 

this, he emphasizes two defining traits of a free human: heroism and the pursuit of moral values, 

reinforcing his desire for acknowledgment and respect from both Abla and the tribe. 

 The poet continues exalting the 'Self', which helps deny shortage and absence, and 

insists on permanent presence through heroic deeds that occupy a significant portion of Al 

Moallaqa. After the scene of the killing, he talks about the heavily armed hero, saying:  
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Figure 15: Antara’s Moallaqa (Ibn Shaddad, n.d) 

 

Figure 16: Antara’s Moallaqa Translated by Al Momayyaz (2013) 

 To establish itself, the poetic 'Self' enumerates qualities of that hero whom it confronted 

bravely: he is a conquering hero, heavily armed, and the bravest knights fear his confrontation. 

Listing such qualities was not done for eulogy but to review the juggernaut which took an 

imaginary curve. He confronts those whom heroes avoid confrontation with. The brave fear him 

because they will be food for lions. 

 This scene highlights the core issue of the poem, exemplified by slavery, and amplifies 

the voice of revenge from the free people who have denied him. In the third narrative scene, 

which deals with the death of the protector of truth, the theme of killing recurs, as presented in 

the following lines: 

 

Figure 17: Antara’s Moallaqa (Ibn Shaddad, n.d) 
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Figure 18: Antara’s Moallaqa Translated by Al Momayyaz (2013) 

 In this scene, the poet’s 'Self' grows more than in the previous two. The killed hero was 

of a higher rank, as shown by the distinctive features he possesses. He is the protector of truth in 

the social system. This term refers to a hero who defends his tribe’s rights, name, feats, and 

history—tasks that cannot be performed by just anyone (Abdul Rahman, 1961). He is a famous 

leader marked by war insignia and chosen for dueling. Generous in winter, when generosity is 

rare, he is stout and tall like a giant tree, symbolizing reverence in his group. He is unmatched 

among heroes. The poet magnifies the traits of this hero, who was killed by a sword blow and 

arrow stab from Antara. 

 From the three previous scenes, one notices the rising intensity of the voice of killing: 

the courtesan's lover, the heavily armed hero, and the truth protector. It becomes apparent that 

the usurped 'Self' can only restore its lost freedom by overcoming those who threaten its existence 

and asserting its right to freedom against the 'Other' through rebellion against norms and 

ideologies that marginalize it. According to the concept of rebellion, rejecting the 'Other,' and 

the existing conflict, the 'Self' generates its counter-power, beginning with a creative act within 

the context of the battlefield. 

 In the following excerpt from Al-Moallaqa, Antara expresses a profound sense of 

belonging to the tribe, particularly after his father recognizes his lineage. When enemies raided 

them, his father called upon Antara for assistance. Antara initially responded, “The slave is not 

good at fighting, but good at milking and squeezing.” His father then urged, “Fight, and you are 

free.” Antara subsequently engaged in the battle. The following lines elaborate on this: 

 

Figure 19: Antara’s Moallaqa (Ibn Shaddad, n.d) 
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Figure 20: Antara’s Moallaqa Translated by Al Momayyaz (2013) 

 In this scene, exaltation reaches its peak as the 'Self' feels it possesses a grace that the 

masters refuse to acknowledge. The lines reveal the 'Self's stance toward Amro, who represents 

the master. The struggle between master and slave begins, each trying to assert the true existence 

of the 'Self'. The poet’s 'Self' responds to the master’s denial of its existence, which has 

marginalized it from the societal system. 

 As for the uncle, he symbolizes the ego, which urges Antara to shoulder the burden of 

existence through active participation in life, exemplified by excellence and individualism on the 

battlefield. Actual existence does not negate or contradict group responsibility, as it lacks 

meaning without the presence of the 'Other' (Hegel, 1807). 

 However, we saw in the previous scenes that the poetic 'Self' usurped the individuality 

of the 'Other' by neutralizing him through killing. In contrast, it did not attempt to do this here 

because the unique excellence it demonstrated was for the sake of recognizing the 'Other.' The 

'Self' understood that its existence is meaningless without the presence of the 'Other.' The two 

adversaries must survive after the struggle (Kojev, 2000). The following lines confirm this issue. 

The poetic 'Self' was content with merely diminishing the status of the 'Other'—the master and 

his people—while excelling them and relying on them for protection. Thus, the 'Self' felt 

victorious. The poet portrayed himself as the leader of the battle, asserting that there was no 

knight but him, and depicted his people as cowards who sought his help and protection when the 

conflict intensified. Thus, he says: 

 

Figure 21: Antara’s Moallaqa (Ibn Shaddad, n.d) 
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Figure 22: Antara’s Moallaqa Translated by Al Momayyaz (2013) 

 Although the mare's presence is typical on the battlefield as a tool of war, the poetic 

'Self' endows her with some of its own qualities. The mare, in this context, serves as the objective 

correlative for the suffering soul that aspires to eliminate slavery. It symbolizes salvation and 

life (Ajeena, 1994). Salvation is illustrated through the knights’ call for help from the active 

'Self,' “calling Antara.” This call signifies a quest for actual existence and liberation from the 

constraints of slavery, thereby enabling the 'Self' to realize its true potential. 

 

Conclusion  

The study interpreted Antara’s Moallaqa through the lens of the Master-Slave Dialectic, 

highlighting the struggle to dominate the 'Other,' which involves erasing their humanity, dignity, 

sources of freedom, and elements of success, often at the expense of the victim's suffering. 

The analysis revealed the deep-seated emotions experienced by those subjected to slavery, 

oppression, and a sense of inferiority. The poem explores themes of alienation, concerns about 

the future, and a false sense of identity, all within the context of slavery. The study also explored 

the struggle between two authorities: the individual Antara, who sought to create his own system 

through heroic acts, and the 'Other'—the foe and the tribal norms that dominated the pre-Islamic 

social system. Through challenges, heroic deeds, and bold ventures, the poetic 'Self' was able to 

assert its identity, achieve actual existence, and gain recognition. 

The implications of this study are significant for academicians and researchers in Arabic 

literature as they become well acquainted with the complex dynamics of identity and freedom in 

historical contexts, influencing both teaching and research in Arabic cultural studies. Similarly, 

philosophers who are interested in Hegel’s dialectic philosophy can benefit from the results of 

this study through understanding how philosophy interacts with literature and various cultures. 
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