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Abstract This paper conducts a postcolonial analysis of A. J. Arberry's 1960
English translation of the Tadkerat al-awlia’ (Memorial of God's Friends) by
Farid ud-Din ‘Attar.pWhile ‘Attar's 12th-century biographical compilation
offers profound insights into Persian Sufi traditions through its portraits of
Islamic mystics, Arberry's translation reflects mid-20th century orientalist
perspectives common among Western scholars. Through close examination of
Arberry's translation strategies, including selective abridgement, extractive
appropriation, interpretive additions, mythologizing language, and reductive
section divisions, this study reveals how his orientalist positioning influenced
his rendering of the text. The analysis demonstrates how Arberry's ideological
framework led him to reshape ‘Attar's work to align with Western expectations
and colonial attitudes, thereby reinforcing unequal power dynamics in cross-
cultural representation. The paper argues that Arberry's translation choices,
from his organizational framework to his selective emphasis, ultimately serve
to filter this seminal Persian text through a distinctly orientalist lens.
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1. Introduction

T

ranslation serves as a pivotal medium for cross-cultural interaction, bridging
linguistic and cultural divides. However, it is not a neutral process; rather, it
reflects the dynamics of power and ideology that shape relationships between
cultures. This paper critically examines Arthur John Arberry’s 1960 English

translation of Farid ud-Din ‘Attar’s Tadkerat al-awlia’ (Memorial of God’s Friends),
a canonical Persian text of the 12th century that immortalizes the lives and teachings
of Islamic mystics.
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While ‘Attar’s original work is a rich tapestry of Persianr Sufi thought and
spirituality, Arberry’s translation is influenced by the orientalist perspectives of mid-
20th-century Western academia, which often viewed non-Western cultures through
a lens of exoticism and superiority.

By analyzing Arberry’s translation, strategies, including selective abridgment,
extractive appropriation, interpretive additions, mythologizing language, and
reductive section divisions, this paper reveals how these choices align with
orientalist ideologies. These strategies not only distort the cultural and spiritual
essencef ‘Attar’s text but also perpetuate colonial attitudes in the representation of
Persian mysticism. Grounded in Said’s (1979) theory of orientalism, this study
explores the ethical implications of translating non-Western texts within a colonial
framework. It demonstrates how translation can simultaneously facilitate cultural
exchange and reinforce cultural hierarchies.

This research contributes to the discourse on postcolonial translation studies by
interrogating the ideological underpinnings of Arberry’s work and their broader
implications for the field. It argues that translations of classical Persian texts must
be re-evaluated to ensure fidelity to their cultural and philosophical origins, thereby
challenging the enduring legacies of colonial power in cross-cultural representation.

2. Method

The research employs a descriptive-analytical approach, integrating comparative
translation analysis with postcolonial theory to critique Arberry’s translation. The
methodology is structured as follows:

Textual comparison: The Persian source text and Arberry’s English
translation were compared to identify omissions, reinterpretations, and
additions. This stage focused on structural and thematic changes,
particularly in how the original’s spiritual and cultural nuances were
represented.

Thematic analysis: Five primary translation strategies (selective
abridgment, extractive appropriation, interpretive additions, mythologizing
language, and reductive section divisions) were examined to uncover
patterns of cultural distortion and ideological framing.

Contextual analysis: Arberry’s professional affiliations, his background in
orientalist scholarship, and the socio-political context of mid-20th-century
Britain were analyzed to situate his translation within broader historical and
intellectual trends.

Theoretical framework: Drawing on Edward Said’s Orientalism and
subsequent critiques of colonial power in translation studies (Venuti, 2017;
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Shamma, 2009), t. e research frames Arberry’s translation asran act of
cultural mediation shaped by power dynamics.

This multi-dimensional methodology ensures a comprehensive critique, highlighting
how Arberry’s translation practices reflect the ideological imperatives of his time.

3. Results

The findings demonstrate that Arberry’s translation of Tadkerat al-Awlia’ reflects
multiple layers of Orientalist influence, evident in his translation strategies:

Selective abridgment: Of the 72t biographies in ‘Attar’s original text,
Arberry translated only 38, omitting narratives that did not align with
Western perceptions of mysticism. This exclusion diminished the
philosophical and theological diversity of the text, reducing its depth and
complexity.

Extractive appropriation: Arberry reframed the biographies with Western-
style headings, such as “Anecdotes of Rabe’a”land “The Conversion of
Hasan of Basra”. This segmentation fragmented the original’s holistic
narrative flow, presenting the mystics as isolated characters detached from
their broader cultural and spiritual contexts.

Interpretive additions: Arberry added explanatory prefaces to each
biography, ostensibly to guide Western readers. However, these additions
imposed a Western historical and philosophical framework on the text,
subtly distorting its cultural authenticity.

Mythologizing language: Arberry frequently described Sufi narratives as
“legends”, a term that undermines their historical authenticity and presents
them as exotic tales tailored for Western consumption.

Reductive section divisions: By dividing the text into titled segments,
Arberry disrupted its original structure, aligning it with Western literary
conventions that simplify and compartmentalize narratives.

These strategies reflect a systematic re-framing of ‘Attar’s work to conform to
Western expectations and colonial attitudes, perpetuating stereotypes of Islamic
mysticism as irrational and exotic.

4. Discussion and conclusion

Arberry’s translation illustrates how orientalist frameworks influence the
representation of Eastern texts. Edward Said’s critique of orientalism identifies the
tendency of Western discourse to exoticize and simplify non-Western cultures,
reinforcing hierarchical relationships between the East and the West. Arberry’s
selective abridgment, for instance, exemplifies this tendency by prioritizing
narratives that conform to Western ideals of mysticism while omitting elements
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central to Persian Sufi thought. For example, the omission of introductory discourses
and aphorisms in thekbiographies strips ‘Attar’s work of its epistemic richness,
reducing it to a collection of mystical anecdotes. Similarly, the interpretive additions
in Arberry’s prefaces frame figures like Rabe’a al-adawiya and lbrahim ibn Adham
within Christian analogs of sainthood, marginalizing their unique contributions to
Islamic mysticism. Arberry’s emphasis on Rabe’a’s celibacy reflects a Western
archetype of piety, overshadowing her pivotal role in shaping the Sufi concept of
divine love.

Arberry’s use of mythologizing language further exemplifies the orientalist
impulse to exoticize. Describing Sufi biographies as “legends” undermines their
historical and philosophical authenticity, casting them as quaint or fantastical. This
approach aligns with colonial practices of presenting non-Western cultures as
enigmatic and inferior, reinforcing cultural hierarchies. Additionally, Arberry’s
professional affiliations with British governmental institutions during World War 11
underscore the entanglement of his work with colonial power structures. His
translation choices align with broader imperialist narratives, positioning Persian
mysticism within a Western framework that prioritizes European epistemologies.

This study demonstrates that Arberry’s translation of Tadkerat al-awlia’ serves
as both a bridge for cultural exchange and a tool for ideological imposition. The
findings emphasize the need for postcolonial approaches to translation that respect
the cultural and philosophical integrity of source texts. Such approaches should
challenge reductionist strategies and prioritize the preservation of the original’s
epistemic richness. Future translations of Persian mystical texts must address the
ethical complexities of representing non-Western cultures in ways that transcend
colonial frameworks.

Arberry’s work highlights the dual role of translation as a site of cultural
negotiation and a mechanism for ideological control. His translation practices
underscore thelimportance of critically interrogating the translator’s positionality
and the power dynamics embedded in cross-cultural representation. By revisiting
translations through a postcolonial lens, scholars and practitioners can foster a more
equitable and nuanced understanding of non-Western texts, ultimately enriching the
field of translation studies.
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Rabe’a bint Esma’il al-Adawiya, born in humble circumstances and sold into
slavery as a child, later settled in Basra where she attained great fame as a saint
and a preacher and was highly esteemed by many of her pious contemporaries.
The date of her death is given variously as 135(752) and 185 (801). To her, a
lifelong celibate, is attributed a large share in the introduction into Islamic
mysticism of the theme of Divine love. Her tomb used to be pointed out near
Jerusalem. (Arberry in Attar-e Nisaburi, 2000, p. 29)
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Abu Eshag Ebrahim ibn Adham, born in Balkh of pure Arab descent, is
described in Sufi legend as a prince who renounced his kingdom
(somewhat after the fashion of the Buddha) and wandered westwards to
live a life of complete asceticism, earning his bread in Syria by honest
manual toil until his death in c. 165 (782). Some accounts state that he was
killed on a naval expedition against Byzantium. The story of his
conversion is a classic of Muslim hagiography (Arberry in Attar-e
Nisaburi, 2000, p. 65).
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and Abu Amr; Hasan of Basra and the fire-worshipper

Malek ibn Dinar: How Malek-e Dinar came to be so named, and the
story of his repentance; Malek and his licentious neighbour; Malek and
his abstinence

Habib al-Ajami: The story of Habib the Persian; The miracles of
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Rabe’a al-Adawiya: Rabe’a, her birth and early life; Anecdotes of
Rabe’a; Prayers of Rabe’a

Al-Fozail ibn lyaz: Fozail the highwayman and how he repented;
Fozail and Haran al-Rashid; Anecdotes of Fozail

Ebrahim ibn Adham: The legend of Ebrahim ibn Adham; Ebrahim
ibn Adham goes to Mecca; Ebrahim at Mecca is visited by his son;
Anecdotes of Ebrahim ibn Adham

Beshr ibn al-Hareth: The conversion of Beshr the Barefoot;
Anecdotes of Beshr.
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