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Arabic Culture
he earliest records of Arabs docu-
ment their activities in Mesopota-
mia, providing evidence that the
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Abstract
For a long time, the idea of the ghoul preoccupied
the liaes of many people from different cultures
and religions. Though the ghoul hns origins as
old as the Mesopotamian chtilization, Arabs were
Iargely responsible for popularizing it. Because
Islam incorporated this being in its doctrine, the
ghoul remained a source of fear and rnystery in
the Arab culture.

Peter M. Holt and Ann Kathsine argue in
The Cambridge History of Islam that Islam
came about as a'reuolt' and as a'protest against'
the old. Arabs'beliefs,but that it muld not change
all their existing conoictions. Instead, it 'inte-

grated' some old practices like the yearly pilgnm-
age to Mecca (1997, 17). This study argues that
Islam could not change the belief in superzatural
beings such as genies and ghouls, because they
were an integral part of Arab culture. This essay
sheds light on the Arabic origins of the Arabiart
Nights and suggests possible written sources

for some tales as a complunent to existing argu-
ments that certain tales were orally transmitted
and later written down. ln relation to the ghoul,
the paper also discusses the fact that some Ara-
bian Nights tales contain Islamic elements and
motifs, and fenture plots that are clearly similar
to older'zpritten accounts found in aarious Arabic
books. This work traces its eoolution from the past
to modern times in an attempt to giue an ooerall
understanding of the ghoul, and an idea ofhow
and why its mncept changed from one culture to
another.
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nomads of Arabia were always in di-
rect contact with the more "advanced"
people of Mesopotamia, mainly for the
purpose of trade. This contact produced
cultural exchange between the two peo-
pleg mostly interms of life style andbor-
rowed words. In ancient Mesopotamia,
there was a monster called 'Gallu' that
could be regarded as one of the origins
of theArabic ghoul.l Gallu was anAkka-
dian demon of the undernrorld'respon-
sible for the abduction of the vegetation-
god Damuzi (Tammuz) to the realm of
death' (Lindemans). Since Akkad and
Sumer were very close to the Arabian
deserts, Arab Bedouins in contact with
Mesopotamian cultures could have bor-
rowed the belief in the ghoul from the
Akkadians.

Before discussing different ideas
of the ghoul howeveq, I will exarnine
the ghoul's general depiction in a pre-
Islamic context to show that the Arabic
ghoul is older than the religion of Islam.
In some old Arabic works written before
Islam, ghouls were regarded as devil-
ish creatures. al-Mas'tidr (c. 896- c.957)
referred rn Murilj sl-Dhahab to the older
books written by lbn'Ishqq and Wahb
Ibn al-Munabbilu who tackled the old
Bedouins' myth of creation. Arabs before
Islam believed that when God created
genies from the gusts of fire, He made
from this type of fire their female part,
but one of their eggs was split in two.
Hence, the Qu!rub,2 which looked like a
cat, was created. As for the devils, they
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came from another egg and settled in
the seas. Other evil creatures, such as the
Mfrrid,3 inhabited the islands; the ghoul
resided in the wildemess; the si'lwah
dwelt in lavatories and waste areas; and
tlire hdmaha lived in the air in the form of
a flyrng snake (1986, 171.).

al-Qazw-rnr- (c.1208-c.1283) men-
tioned a different description taken
from an old Arabic source, which says
that when the devils wanted to eaves-
drop on Heaverg God threw meteors at
them,s whereupon some were bumt, fell
into the sea and later turned into croco-
diles, while others dropped onto the
ground and changed into ghouls (1980
236). Such descriptions caxnot be found
in Islamic texts. For instance, Abu'Uth-
mAn al-]Ahiz (c.775- c. 868), who com-
piled many popular beliefs in his book
al-flaywkn (The Animal), wrote that com-
moners thought that the devil's eyes
were upright as in images taken from the
Bedouins (1969,214), whose ideas lived
on for almost two thousand years.

As for popular tales, several sto-
ries dealing with the ghoul circulated
before Islam. For instance, 'Umar Bin
al-KhattAb (c.586-6M), the second Mus-
lim Caliptu was known as the man who
killed a ghoul in the desert when he was
traveling to Syria. After stopping him,
the female monster asked the man: 'Bin

al-KhattAb, where are you heading?'
The C3liph answered: 'This is not your
concern' and the ghoul furned its head
completely around in order to frighten
him (Ibn Manztr vol. xxvii, 269-70).
Knowing the evil intentions of the mon-
ster, Bin al-KhattAb raised his sword and
killed it by striking it between its shoul-
der and neck. When he retumed to the

same place after few hours, however, he
could not find the ghoui there (Ibid.).

In additioru Abu Asrd al-Sa'dr men-
tioned the story of Arqam Bin Abfl al-
Arqam in which a ghoul appeared and
kidnapped al-Arqam'q son who was on
a desert joumey. The ghouf disguised
in the form of a womary carried the boy
on its back. When they saw al-Arqam's
friend, the woman pretended to be the
boy's attendant (al-WAqidl 1984, 104).
This story emphasizes the well-known
deceitful and wicked character of the
ghoul. In folktales, motif (G443.2) 'Ogre

abducts woman's children...' (El-Shamy
1995,149) is similar to the account given
above. In general, the Pre-Islamic ghoul
is known as a devilish female creafure
that intends to inflict harm on travelers
and is able to change its form. In most
cases, the ghoul is defeated by striking
it with a sword.6 The following section
discusses how the ghoul has been associ-
ated with Islamic practices.

The Islamic Ghoul

When Islam firstly spread in the Arabian
Peninsula in the seventh century it suc-
ceeded in changing many old customs,
such as ending the habit of burying re-
cent$ bom baby girls and preventing
women from marrying more than one
man at a time. It could not, howeve4
change other ideas such as the belief in
the ghoul or the si'lwah (si'lah).'ZProph-
et Muhammed mentioned the ghoul in
several of his sayings, but later Muslim
scholars had conflicting views about the
authenticity of these sayings, as some
negated the ghoul's existence and others
confirmed it. Despite the rational voices
that rejected the existence of this mon-
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stel, many Arabs (especially Bedouins)
narrated tales and recited poetry that
featured or mentioned the ghoul. Since
this creature originated in the desert, it
was particularly popular there from the
pre-Islamic period until present time.
However, the legend spread to the Ar-
abs' urban areas and became part of the
culture there, which suggests that the
Bedouins' beliefs were very influential,
and in some cases formed the very fabric
of the Arab society. As mentioned earlier,
Holt and Katherine's argument that Is-
lam could not change all the old beliefs
of Arabia is valid in the case of belief in
the ghoul.

Prophet Muhammed himself was
said, in many instanceg to comment on
or confirm the existence of ghouls. For
example, IsmA'rl bin'Umar Abu al-Fida,
(?- c.1372) mentioned rnTafstr lbn Kathrr
that ghouls were the'demons of genies',
and cited the following famous incident:
When the Prophet met his companion
Abu Dharr in a mosque the Prophet
advised Abu Dharr to pray in order to
be saved from the mischief of the devils
of humans and genies. Abu Dharr was
surprised to hear the Prophet confirmed
the existence of creafures such as these,
which the Prophet identified as ghouls
(1980,306-8).

In another anecdote, Abu Ayrrb al-
AngArr asked the Prophefs advice be-
cause some ghouls used to eat from his
dates store at night. The Prophet told
him to say the following: 'In the Name
of God, answer the Prophet of God'.
al-An$An- followed the advice and the
ghouls promised not to return. The next
day, the Prophet informed the man that
the ghouls n ight come back because
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they lied. His prediction was accurate.
The Prophet then advised al-AngAn- to
recite the'Ayat al-Kursf (Throne verse)
from the Holy Quran, which proved to
be useful in getting rid of the ghouls
(Abu al-Fide' t990, 306-8; al-Tirmidhr-
n.d., 158; al-Kuft 1988, 94; al-'Asqal6nr
1959, 159; al-Naysdbnrl n.d., 519). Abu
Astd al-Sa'dl, another of Prophet Mu-
hammed's companions, had a similarex-
perience (al-'AsqalAnr 1959, 489) though
in this version the ghouls themselves
gave advice on how to rid humans of
their harm.

To sum up, according to the Prophet
Muhammed, ghouls are the demons or
enchantresses of genies that hurt human
beings by eating or spoiling their food
or by frightening travelers when they
are in the wilderness. In order to avoid
their harm, one can recite a verse from
the Holy Quran or call for prayer since
they hate any reference to God.

Other Muslim scholars like Abr
al-Sheikh al-Agbah6nr- (c.887-c.979) de-
scribed the ghoul or si'lwah as a kind of
a female demon that was able to change
its shape and appear to travelers in the
wildemess to delude and harm them.
He narrated the story of Ahmed al-Dab-
bdgh's fathe4, who went once on a trip
and took a risky road that was known
to be frequented by ghouls. After walk-
ing for few hours, Ahmed al-DabbAgh's
father saw a woman wearing a ragged
dress lying on a bed above hung lan-
tems used to illuminate the place. When
she saw him approa&i.& the woman
started calling on the man to attract
him; howeveq, he realized that she was a
ghoul, so he recited the Surat YAsIn from
the Holy Quran. As a result, the woman
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put out her lantern lights and said: 'Oh

mary what did you do to me?'Henca he
was saved from her harm (1982 vol. v,
1652) (Motif F491.10) en-NaddAhah'the
she-Caller' was described as a 'female

spirit who calls people by name and
then leads them astray') (El-Shamy 1995,
130).8

On the other hand, an authenti-
cated saying attributed to Prophet Mu-
hammed by Abdullah Bin labtu stated
that ghouls did not exist: 'No ghoul, no
'adznff, and no tayrrah'10 (Ma'ruf et al.
1993, vol. iv,251; al-ShawkAnr- 1973,373;
al-]awharr 1990, 381). In addition to the
ghouf the Prophet negated other falla-
cies or old customs like the 'r^*o'tt (aL-

Tahawr- 1994, 308),' banfr'r2 (al-Qushayrt
n.d., 1745; al-Thmrmr 1967, 498), 'gif,"t

(Ma'rtrf et al. 1996, vol. vi, 23) and 'nan)"14

(al-Qushayf n.d., 17 42).
Though the sayings attributed to

Prophet Muhammed seem to contradict
one another,ts many Muslim scholars
believe that ghouls used to exist before
Islam. For instance Abu Astd al-Sa'dt
(cited above) commented after narrating
a story involving a ghoul that'ghouls
lived at that time [before and at the be-
ginning of Islaml, but they perished
later' (al-WAqidi 1984, 104). Yusuf al-
anafi shared the same view, stating that
'God could have created this creature,
but later He removed its harm from hu-
man beings' (n.d., 268). According to the
writings of these scholars, the Prophet
Muhammed states ghouls no longer ex-
ist because God has rid humans of their
mischief.

In briel Islam tried to direct the peo-
ple's way of thinking to the one omni-
present God as the creator and mover of

all things and did not acknowledge that
there were other forces involved in con-
trolling the universe. Conflicting views
about the existence of ghouls, howeveq,
imply that Muslim scholars were still
struggling to balance the widespread
popular beliefs taken from Jahiliyya era
(before Islam) with the new ideas of the
Islamic doctrine.In order to understand
the further influence of the ghoul on the
Arab culture, this essay will analyze the
popular beliefs expressed in different
books written after the emergence of Is-
lam.

Arabic Culture

Medieval Arabic culture is mainly re-
flected in literary works, especially po-
etry. Howeveq, there were other outlets
by which writers expressed their views
of their cultue such as books of history
science, and philosophy. For instancg
the Arab enryclopedic writer al-l6liz
wrote about the types of animals and
other creatures in al-Haywdn. He said
the ghoul was believed to athact travel-
ers by setting fire at nighg subsequently,
the travelers would lose their direction.
(Motif G0412.3 'Ogre's (ogress's) fire
lures person) (El-Shamy 20C/.,1073). al-
JAhiz elaborated by saying that people
viewed the ghoul as a type of genie, and
the si'lwah was the female genie if she
did not change (tatagfuawal) or become a
ghoul by deluding travelers. If a genie
changed its shape and harassed travel-
ers, itwouldbecome a she-devil or ghoul
(L969, 195). In fact, al-JAhiz confirmed the
continuousbelief in the Sho.rl and added
a strange conviction popular among Ar-
abs: the si'lwah would die only by one
mighty blow from the sword because if
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two strikes were directed to it, it would
not expire until one thousand blows fol-
low (1969,233 and 235). On the other
hand, Yusuf Ibn 'AbdulbAr al-Qurfubl
(c.978- c.107L) considered the abovemen-
tioned view one of the Arab Bedouins'
legends, and the author harshly criti-
cized al-]Ahiz for citing such a popular
belief and accused him of being'foolish'
(1982,177). Nevertheless, this belief was
widespread. The best example is prob-
ably the Arabian Nights, which contains
many other popular convictions dating
back to the medieval times (Perho 2004;
Shosha 2004). Also, Silvestre de Sary
stresses that there are Islamic elements
in the composition of the Arabian Nights
(Sadan 2004, 44). When Antoine Gal-
land (1646-1715) first translated the Ara-
bianNights into a European language, he
mentioned in the preface that the stories
'must be pleasing because of the account
they give of the Customs and Manners
of the Eastem Nations' (1718,'Preface').
Furthermore,Lady Mary Wortley Mon-
tagu (1689-1762) cornpared the strange
scenes and items found in Turkey with
what she read in the 'ArabianTales'.Mon-

tagu reminded her sister by saying: 'You

forget... those very tales were written by
an author of this country, and (excepting
the endrantments) are a real represen-
tation of the manners here' (L992,157).
Despite the fact that the Arabian Nights
was only a fictitious work, Galland and
Montagu considered it an accurate rep-
resentation of the Arabic and Islamic cul-
ture instead of viewing it as a receptade
of some popular old beliefs.

Indeed, The ArabianNights abounds
with references to the ghoul and some
of the ideas cited above. For instance,
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in Richard Burton's translation of the
'Story of Prince Sayf Al-Muluk and the
Princess Badi'a Al-famal' in The Thou-
sand Nights and a Night, a man and his
fellows were takenby a ghoul to its cave,
but they managed to blind its eyes with
hot rod and smite it with'the sword a
single stroke across his waist'. The ghoul
cried out'O mary an thou desire to slay
me, strike me a second stroke'. As this
man was about to hit it agairy his fel-
lowman said: 'Smite him not a second
time, for then he will not die but will
live and destroy us' (1886-8, vol.7,361).
This tale corresponds with al-JAhi7's ac-
count of how to kill a ghoul by striking
it once; apparently such a belief had not
faded away from Arabic culture despite
the fact that many centuries elapsed
between al-Jdli4's time and that of the
Arabian Nights composition. Muhsin
Mahdr confirms that certain storytellers
of the Arsbian Nights transformed some
anecdotes found in the books of history
into fiction. For instance, al-Mas'fidl re-
corded an account similar to the tale of
'The Hunchback and the King of China'
in the Arabian Nights (L995,165-6). The
following tale further suggests the link
between facfual written accounts and
fictional tales.

In a story cited by al-AgbahAnr and
narrated by Zaid Bin,a slam, two men
from Ashjja' tribe wanted to provide a
bride with her wedding out6ts, so they
went on a trip to an area where they saw
a lonely woman. Upon seeing them,
the woman said:'What is your need?';
the men replied,'We want to provide a
bride with her needs'. The woman said
she could assist in this business if the
two men promised to come back to her.
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So they made their promise. When they
finished their business, the two men re-
turned to the lady. She said:'I will fol-
low you in your journey'. They made
her ride on one of their camels until they
reached a sand mound where the wom-
an stopped and said:'I have some busi-
ness here', suggesting that she wanted
to relieve herself. Unexpectedly, the
womanremainedbehind the mound for
an hour; thus, one of the two men went
to check, yet he was delayed, too. When
the other man climbed the mound and
looked, he was shocked to see that the
woman was lying on the man's belly
and eating his liver. As a result, the man
ran as fast as possible to escape from
this womary but she glimpsed him and
followed his trace. After stopping him,
she said: 'What is wrong with you?'; he
replied: 'There is an iniquitous devil
among us'. Despite the harm she inflict-
ed on the other mary the woman gave
advice on how to avoid her mischief by
supplicating and mentioning God. The
moment the man did what he was ad-
vised, a fire fell from the sky and ripped
the woman in two, so he thanked God
for killing the si'lwah (1987, vol. v,
1,671,-2). This tale is somehow similar
to the tales of the'King's Son and the
Ogress' and'The Tale of the King's Son
& the She-Ghoul' (Haddawy 1992,42-
55) in the Arabian Nights, which fur-
ther suggests that some tales in the
Arabian Nights are more or less derived
from written texts. The idea that ghouls
could be driven awayby reciting verses
from the Holy Quran persisted for a
long time because it was recommended
by the Prophet himself, as previously
explained. In fact, such an idea is bor-

rowed from Abu As-rd al-Sa'dt's account
and other anecdotes involving the
Prophet. For instancg Gharib, the char-
acter in Richard Burton's translation of
the story of 'The History of Gharib and
His Brother Ajib' in The Thoussnd N ights
and aNight, was caught by a ghoul. He
started crying God's name and suppli-
cating. As a result, Gharib was able to
release himself from the ghoul's grip
and finally killed it (1886-8, vol.vi,257-
295). The motifs in this tale are similar
to those in the one narrated by Atrmed
al-DabbAgh's father cited above, which
gives an idea of the possible source of
this Arabisn Nights tale. In general, the
moral of such tales is to show God's su-
premacy, which is far beyond the power
of this naive monster. In addition, there
is a recurrent notion that ghouls show
up along desolate roads asking for help.
They usually ask for a ride on a camel
or horse with other passengers until
they reach a proper place to stop and
carry out their hideous plans.

Anotherpopular aspect of the ghoul
is the belief that it can change its shape;
for instance, Antoine Galland translated
a tale from the Arabian Nights entitled
'The Story of the Vizier that was Pun-
ished' (1798, 77-79), in whidr em ogre/
the Westem equivalent of the si'lwah,
explains:'The Lady was a Hogres, wife
to one of those Savage Demons, called
Hogres, who stay in remote places, and
make use of a thousand wiles to surprise
and devour passengers...' (1798, 78).
The portrayal of the ogre in this story is
the typical Arabic cultural concept of the
ghoul that cJranges its shape and usually
becomes an attractive woman in order
to kill human beings. Agu-, al-JAhiz
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