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The Ship of the Desert and the Ship of the Sea: The Intertwining of Symbol and

Function in Pre-Islamic Poetry

* Farhad Deusalar:

Associate Professor, Department of Arabic Language and Literature, Islamic Azad University in Karaj,
Karaj, Iran.

*Email: farhad49divsalar@gmail.com

Abstract:

In pre-Islamic poetry, the depiction of the camel holds eminent significance, as it played a pivotal role in
the life of desert Arabs - serving both as the primary means of traversing boundless deserts and as a potent
symbol of economic power and social standing. The poets of that era, drawing inspiration from maritime
environments encountered through trade and travel, artfully likened the camel to a ship. These profound
metaphors transcend mere linguistic play, reflecting the pre-Islamic (Jaheli) people's deep philosophical
understanding of these entities' existential functions. Just as the camel delivers from swirling sandstorms,
so does the ship rescue from tempestuous waves - both vessels of salvation. This rich symbolic interplay
compelled us to conduct a descriptive-analytical study of the phenomenon's historical roots among pre-
Islamic Arabs. Our research examines the parallel imagery between the "ship of the desert" (camel) and
the ship of the sea in classical Arabic poetry through close textual analysis of poetic examples and their
latent meanings. In this exploration, we illuminate the cultural and aesthetic dimensions of these
metaphors while investigating how two seemingly opposing environments - desert and sea - jointly
shaped the poetic imagination of Jahili bards. Among our key findings is the discovery of how camel and
ship imagery converge in the pre-Islamic poetic consciousness, mirroring a sophisticated desert culture
that harmonized these dual symbols. The camel's characterization as a "land ship” particularly reveals the
poets’ profound appreciation of this creature's vital role - mirroring maritime vessels in its capacity to

navigate perilous wastelands and safely deliver travelers to their destinations.

Key words: Pre-Islamic Poet, camel, Simile style, ship of the desert, ship of the see.
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