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Abstract

A researcher in pre-Islamic poetry finds that discourse about the past occupies
the largest portion of the text’s body, so to speak. Critics recognized this
phenomenon early on and began offering interpretations to explain this
presence. Ibn Qutaybah, for instance, explained the prominence of the past in
the amorous prelude as a means of capturing the listener’s attention. While we
acknowledge the merit of this pioneering critic, his view reduces this poetic
segment to a merely functional role, stripping it of its deeper significance.

Subsequent studies attempted to account for the dominant presence of the past
in pre-Islamic texts. Some scholars followed Ibn Qutaybah’s approach, while
others viewed it as an expression of nostalgia for a vanished past. Meanwhile,
certain studies sought to draw on narrative theory and apply it to pre-Islamic
poetry, as exemplified by al-Fartousi in his work The Narrative Structure and
Narrative Content in Pre-Islamic Poetry.

Dr. Kamal Abu Deeb, however, offered a distinctive perspective in his
important work Concealed Visions, arguing that the presence of the past in pre-
Islamic poetry represents a regressive movement aimed at transcending the
emptiness and transience of the present. Although this study does not aim to
debate previous views, it finds that the presence of the past in pre-Islamic texts
performs multiple functions. At times, it appears as a retrospective act, similar
to that found in narrative texts. At other times, it functions as a counter-
movement to the present, without returning to the moment of utterance; rather,
the poet immerses himself in recounting a past in which his self achieved
much. In some texts, recalling the past deepens the poet’s present suffering, as
he moves from a moment burdened by despair and incapacity to recount past
achievements, only to return again to the present and affirm the futility of
action and accomplishment. This is what the philosopher Schopenhauer terms
“contemplation.”

This study is structured into an introduction and two chapters. The introduction
examines the concept of regression toward the past linguistically and
terminologically, then explores the of philosophy, literature, and mythology
toward time and the value of the past. It concludes with a discussion of the
Arab environment and the formation of temporal perception in the pre-Islamic
era.



Chapter One, titled “Cessation,” investigates the manifestations of regression
toward the past, which appear in two aspects:

o The first is the ruin motif (al-talal), where regression toward the past
serves as a confrontation with the signs of decay and emptiness. Here,
the past alleviates the tension and sorrow resulting from contemplating
ruins. The forms of regression in the ruin scene vary, including
recollections of romantic adventures, hunting exploits, battles with
enemies, and journeys. Notably, the poet in these texts does not return
merely to the fragment of the ruin but rather becomes absorbed in the
past or even turns toward the future.

o« The second aspect arises from tension with the “other,” which
suppresses potential, instills a sense of isolation and emptiness, and
limits opportunities for action and risk-taking. In such cases, regressive
movements emerge as a means of coping with this tension.

Chapter Two, titled “Contemplation,” explores how contemplation expresses
the futility of life and action, as proposed by Schopenhauer. Since actions and
achievements do not endure, preoccupation with them becomes a form of
absurdity that extends to life as a whole. This is evident in pre-Islamic poetry,
where the poet, in contemplative poems, emphasizes life’s futility. The poem
often begins with a sense of tension or crisis, prompting a regression toward
the past—not as a means of escaping the present, but rather to affirm the
absurdity of existence.

Thus, the poet moves between past and present, returning to the past and then
back to the present in a dynamic that embodies fragmentation and underscores
the futility of action. The study concludes with a 3 that presents the main
findings reached.
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