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Abstract

This study forms part of an epistemological endeavor aimed at re evaluating historical writing
strategies concerning sensory history, recognizing its vital role in liberating historiography
from the constraints of event based political chronicles and steering it toward innovative
paradigms. By adopting scent as an analytical model, this paper examines how olfaction
evolved into a profound cultural construct that unlocks a deeper comprehension of the social
and mental architectures within the medieval Islamic West. Within this historical milieu, scent
operated as an index of social differentiation, a marker of stigma, and an interpretive key for
deciphering societal values, customs, civic systems, and emotional sensibilities. The
investigation demonstrates that medieval historical sources, despite the relative scarcity of
explicit references, provide rich material for reconstructing an olfactive history from a
structural and problematic perspective. This requires interrogating primary texts through
interdisciplinary bridges that synthesize history with sociology, anthropology, psychology, and
literary semiotics. Ultimately, this inquiry represents an open methodological proposal that
invites further contextual and rational analysis, granting social and mental structures a
foundational role in explaining historical dynamics.

Keywords: Sociology of smell, sensory history, medieval Islamic West, olfaction, social stigma,
historical anthropology, mentalities.

1. Introduction

The phenomenon of scent remains an overlooked domain within historical scholarship
devoted to the medieval Islamic West. Historians and researchers have long found it
challenging to probe its depths due to formidable epistemological and methodological
obstacles. Its classification within sensory history contributed significantly to this scholarly
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marginalization, given the broader academic neglect of sensory modalities, foremost among
which is olfaction, owing to its intangible and invisible nature. Furthermore, medieval
historiography remained anchored to an elitist bifocal center, oriented either toward political
ruling authority or prominent scholastic elites. Historians concentrated their efforts on
chronicling the deeds of masters of the sword and the pen and the political turmoil
surrounding them, producing a fragmented history that disregarded the senses and failed to
appreciate their historical efficacy.

Modern scholars have also encountered operational barriers, notably the scarcity of
dedicated archival material, which forms the bedrock of historical inquiry. In addition, certain
researchers suffered from conceptual limitations, replicating established political
methodologies without grasping specific sensory contexts. Even when recent revisionist
currents sought to rehabilitate sensory history under the banner of innovative
historiographical discourse, they repeatedly collided with a narrow conceptual vision that
confined olfaction to the commercial cataloging of perfumes, incense, and cosmetic
preparations in the Islamic West.

Our fundamental objective is not merely to recount the historiographical deficiencies that
constrained olfactory studies, but rather to establish critical deliberations that furnish an
alternative historical knowledge. We begin by asking whether scents can be legitimized as an
autonomous historical subject. Moreover, our methodological ambition expands to treat
scent as a vital gateway for comprehending the profound mental and social structures of the
Islamic West. This enables us to generate deeper inquiries regarding the conceptual
mutations that transformed olfaction into an index of social stratification, a marker of stigma,
and a lens into collective sensibilities, moral hierarchies, and emotional codes.

The research horizon further extends to examine the nexus between olfaction and ritualized
bodily practices, penetrating the domain of mental history to explore how scent intersected
with the collective social imaginary. We trace how olfactory perceptions acquired symbolic
authority capable of steering societal representations, thereby generating a history of
olfaction that mirrors practices, attitudes, visceral feelings, and the distribution of symbolic
capital within public and private social spaces. In this manner, deciphering the semiotic
meanings and functions of smell becomes intrinsically contingent upon what is termed the
culture of scent, or the sociology of olfaction.

Rather than presenting an exhaustive structural monograph, this study seeks to construct an
epistemological and methodological paradigm that establishes the preliminary foundation for
olfactory history. It posits that investigating olfaction provides a critical vehicle for historians
to renew their analytical tools and modernize historical craftsmanship. Consequently, we
address the following central inquiries: What are the primary methodological approaches that
enable the study of the sociology of olfaction in the medieval Islamic West, and which
primary documents possess the evidentiary authority to facilitate this investigation amid
contemporary crises of textual interpretation and method?
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2. Methodological Tools for Investigating the Sociology of Olfaction

Constructing an olfactory history requires an interrelated triad of research instruments:
rigorous conceptualization, interdisciplinary perspective, and innovative source criticism. This
complementary triad elevates the inquiry from descriptive narration to analytical
deconstruction, synthesizing data within a structural framework that traces the socio cultural
mutations of scent in the medieval Islamic West.

2.1 Conceptual Formulation and Semiotic Delineation

Terminology plays a decisive role in shaping and transmitting historical knowledge.
Terminology is characterized by semantic evolution, wherein lexical signifiers acquire novel
denotations through cultural interaction, accumulation, and epistemological borrowing.
Consequently, the historian must liberate terminology from rigid lexicographical definitions,
anchoring concepts within their living discursive networks. Working on a term demands
expanding its scope, integrating its exceptional features, and projecting it beyond its original
semantic territory as an analytical model.

This framework requires constructing semantic structures attuned to the cultural history of
olfaction, while tracking operational usage across texts. We must define boundaries
distinguishing overlapping terms such as smell, perfume, and sweet fragrance, and identify
their technical divergences. Beyond functional physiological definitions, generating meaning
within a cohesive discursive system provides the basis for building coherent historical
knowledge and rationalizing historical processes.

Confining scent to a single definition is complex, as its semantic network expands across
diverse heritage sources in the Islamic West. Linguistic lexicons offer rich derivative
vocabularies, as Arabic rhetoric meticulously classified nuances, gradations, and aesthetic
qualities of scents. Nevertheless, these lexicographical compilations remain descriptive,
reiterating binary oppositions between pleasant and foul odors without providing the cultural
conceptualization necessary for historical analysis.

As noted by semiotician Said Bengrad, this classical linguistic classification, despite its
simplicity, reflects human ability to construct a communicative network that categorized
odors and assigned them specific meanings. This semiotic grid subsequently enabled
individuals to transcend the primary sensory function of olfaction, elevating smell into a socio
cultural mechanism. This functional transition requires an equivalent conceptual shift, moving
from static lexical categories toward diverse historical genres, including juridical responsa,
travelogues, chronicles, and medical treatises, each articulating distinct representations of
scent. These discourses coalesce into a structural history that penetrates the collective
imaginary, enabling historians to perceive underlying social realities beyond explicit societal
declarations.
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2.2 Interdisciplinary Bridging and Cross Disciplinary Perspectives

The sociology of olfaction departs from conventional sensory descriptions by adopting social
and mental structures as foundational pillars. It pursues an epistemological purpose that
combines deconstruction with synthesis, utilizing theoretical models as both analytical tools
and ultimate objectives. This approach embraces problem oriented history, which enlivens
historical inquiry through the central question of methodology: how to construct the
sociology of smell.

Establishing passageways between academic disciplines has become an essential research
priority for studying olfaction in the Islamic West. Addressing the methodological question
requires a conscious intellectual process that bridges history with human, social, and
empirical sciences. This perspective treats historical texts not as passive registers of events,
but as carriers of values, worldviews, and social codes that structured human behavior.

This approach allows historians to construct an olfactory history bridging primary historical
texts with interdisciplinary methods. Sociology, anthropology, and historical anthropology
serve as vital auxiliary sciences. The history of mentalities, which emerged from the
convergence of history and anthropology since the 1970s, arose from the necessity to
transcend boundaries across human sciences, viewing humanity as a symbolic being in the
broader anthropological sense and a cultural being in the civilizational sense, as emphasized
by Burguiere, 2007.

Bridging history with cultural sociology and the sociology of the senses opens new horizons
for analyzing olfactory mentalities. These fields investigate the role of scent in reinforcing
social hierarchies, constructing identity through olfactory stigmatization, and governing daily
micro interactions. Similarly, psychological approaches illuminate how scents shape emotional
dispositions, trigger involuntary behavioral reactions, and anchor personal and collective
memory.

Literary studies provide indispensable tools for examining olfactory sociology. Benefiting from
linguistic, semiotic, and discourse analysis turns, as well as literary currents unearthing
marginalized historical voices, literature frequently mobilizes olfaction, particularly in narrative
fiction, to retrieve elements once relegated to silence. Literary analysis employs semiological
readings to interpret narrative signs, tracing how invisible sensory experiences transform into
structured semantic signifiers. As highlighted by Ashour, 2026, semiological methods
combine description, analysis, and hermeneutics to reveal the operational mechanics of scent
as a communicative sign. Engaging literary sources requires deconstructive and interpretive
readings to decode the symbolic freight embedded within poetic and prose expressions.

2.3 Source Critical Approach and Document Reinterpretation

Writing the sociology of olfaction in the Islamic West relies on a source critical approach that
treats all surviving texts as historically significant. This aligns with contemporary definitions of
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historical documents, which encompass all conscious and unconscious expressions produced
by society in elite, popular, or dialectal registers, as illuminated by unmined sources.
Furthermore, problem oriented history demands imaginative, rigorous document
interrogation, as stressed by Abdelahad Sebti, 1989.

Our source critical strategy moves beyond the literal boundaries of book titles, recognizing
that the relationship between titles and contents is often ambiguous and complex. It also
builds upon systematic intertextuality across diverse genres, justified by the pervasive
presence of olfaction across medical, juridical, mystical, biographical, literary, geographical,
and sexual discourses, notwithstanding variations in tone and intent.

Consequently, specialized manuals on perfumery lose their exclusive monopoly over
olfactory history. Although perfumery treatises document aromatic varieties, social prestige,
and material usage, they remain insufficient for uncovering the mental attitudes driving the
functional transition of scent from sensory perception to cultural signifier. Historians must
therefore incorporate broader archival corpora to ensure comprehensive analysis.

Medical compendia hold an essential place within this inquiry. Classical Islamic medicine paid
meticulous attention to olfaction due to its diagnostic connection to the brain, respiratory
passages, and epidemic atmospheric corruptions. Smelling bodily emanations, such as sweat
and breath, constituted an established diagnostic tool, while aromatic fumigations of
domestic and urban spaces served as critical preventive measures during pestilence and
plague outbreaks.

The extensive corpus of Islamic jurisprudence, Figh, provides profound historical
documentation. Works of judicial responsa, market inspection manuals, building regulations,
and court registries transcend theoretical legal debate to mirror social realities. These juridical
records intersect directly with matters of ritual purity, neighborhood relations, urban
environmental zoning, market surveillance, and commercial fraud, synthesizing legal theory
with customary practice.

Literary compilations, anthologies, and humorous essays contribute rich metaphorical and
descriptive insights. Literary figures deployed scent in erotic poetry, panegyric, and satire,
weaponizing foul odors to ridicule social pretension and uphold inherited communal norms
of cleanliness, dignity, and chivalric honor. Moreover, popular proverbs crystallized societal
convictions regarding olfactory decency, demonstrating the pervasive presence of smell in
the collective imaginary.

Hagiographical and Sufi biographical works, Managib, provide crucial data when examined
through contemporary analytical methods. Rather than dismissing their accounts of miracles
and saintly wonders as pure myth, modern historians value them as rich repositories of
popular mentalities, subaltern religiosity, ritual practices, and saintly charismatic authority. In
these mystical texts, scent assumes spiritual and moral dimensions that align with didactic
goals of purifying the soul and honoring the perceptive saint.
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Geographical itineraries and travel narratives, Rihlat, capture observations regarding everyday
life across diverse regions. Travel writers recorded sensory impressions with evaluative
comparison, treating the aromatic freshness or offensive odors of bodies and environments
as defining collective traits of specific communities. Finally, political chronicles, despite their
elite courtly focus, document the luxurious use of rare aromatics by rulers and viziers,
highlighting how scents functioned as instruments of dynastic prestige and sovereign
distinction separating rulers from subjects.

3. Sociological Dimensions of Olfaction: Analytical Trajectories

In classical Islamic thought, sensory perceptions were divided into pleasant and repulsive
categories. Classical scholars observed that olfaction perceives pleasant and offensive odors
directly, without recognizing an intermediate state. This binary classification persisted
throughout the medieval era, permeating daily customs, values, interpersonal exchanges, and
symbolic codes. The coexistence of this sensory duality obliges the historian to examine both
dimensions simultaneously, as historical texts frequently link pleasant scents with their foul
counterparts, either explicitly or through structural implication.

3.1 Olfaction and Social Stratification

Social hierarchy in the medieval Islamic West rested upon material and symbolic markers,
including social prestige, religious piety, wealth, lineage, and scholarship. These determinants
commanded deference within society. Re examining social stratification through sensory
analysis demonstrates how physical and symbolic scents functioned as potent criteria for
demarcating social rank, supporting Alain Corbin observation that the odor of the other
emerged as a decisive social dividing line.

Biographical dictionaries reflected this sensory demarcation when praising the intellectual
elite. Authors routinely commended the immaculate apparel and fragrant scents of scholars,
equating pleasant aroma with scholarly dignity and social preeminence. For instance, the
Andalusian scholar Abu al-Fath Nasr ibn al-Ash'ath al-Tinkati was celebrated for his clean
garments and fragrant aura, recognized by bystanders even before they saw him, as
recorded by Ibn Bashkuwal, 1989.

Conversely, sensory evaluations conditioned the perceived prestige of crafts. The hierarchical
ordering of professions was determined not solely by economic profitability, but by the odors
associated with them. The jurist al-Burzuli affirmed that butchers, cuppers, and street hawkers
were disqualified from leading congregational prayers due to their offensive odors. While this
ruling was anchored in legal requirements of physical purity for religious worship, it also
reflected collective prejudices that marginalized practitioners of vile trades based on their
olfactory traces.

Cesspool cleaners, al-kannafun, occupied the lowest tier in the collective olfactory imaginary,
perceived as embodiments of repulsive bodily emissions. The Andalusian statesman and

84



Revista Rigel N° XV, Numéro 6,0ctubre de 2026

historian Lisan al-Din ibn al-Khatib classified them among base occupations, stating that
despicable professions include cuppers, cesspool cleaners, and individuals with contagious
ailments, whom religious law commands people to avoid while delivering charity to them
from a spear length distance.

3.2 Scent as an Entryway to Communal Values and Ritual Systems

Scent was deeply woven into communal values in the lIslamic West. In a society that
venerated physical cleanliness as an acquired civic virtue, personal scent was seen as an index
of moral refinement. For women, popular consciousness equated feminine beauty and social
grace with absolute avoidance of foul odors. Poets satirized women whose hygiene faltered,
as illustrated by verse describing a neglected woman whose foul breath disgusted even
rotting carcasses. Similarly, in Andalusian popular lore, proverbs declared that all flaws could
be excused except spoiled yarn, and condemned uncouth individuals as foul and detested.

Because offensive odors clung tenaciously to the body when resulting from chronic disease,
market inspection manuals compiled by al-Sagati detailed cleansing agents and cosmetics,
noting deceptive cosmetic tricks practiced by slave traders to mask physical blemishes.
Similarly, hagiographical accounts of the saint Ahmad ibn Yusuf al-Rashidi recorded that after
he miraculously cured a woman afflicted with a severe ailment, the foul odor of the disease
lingered on his hand, demonstrating the persistent somatic nature of sickness.

Civic cleanliness also encompassed urban spaces, neighborhood drainage, and architectural
order. Odors were rigorously monitored within urban environments. The jurist Ibn al-Rami
established that anyone constructing an open latrine or unsealed sewer near a neighbor
home was legally compelled to cover it to prevent harmful odors, because noxious effluvia
penetrate the nostrils and cause physical harm.

Poetic satire in al-Andalus frequently targeted offensive personal odors to provoke laughter
and demean adversaries, functioning as social critique in defense of inherited civic values of
cleanliness, beauty, and chivalry. The poet Ibn Zaydun attacked his rival Ibn Abdus in his
satirical epistle, describing him as plagued by hallucinations and foul breath. Conversely,
eulogies praised noble figures like Abu al-Qasim al-Biyasi al-Qurtubi by celebrating their
complete chivalric virtue and fragrant scent.

In mystical literature, scent assumed theological and moral resonance, operating as a sign of
spiritual purity or corruption. Sufi discourses associated foul odors with sinful actions,
employing spiritual discernment, kashf, to effect moral correction. In the Managib of Abu
Yusuf al-Dahmani, the saint perceived a foul stench during a spiritual gathering and urged
attendees to remove it, whereupon it was revealed that an attendee carried coins acquired
through dubious means. Similarly, classical traditions recorded by al-Dahmani described
wicked deeds as appearing in the guise of an ugly man with a repulsive odor, whereas
righteous deeds appeared as a handsome figure with a fragrant scent. In another account,
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the saint Abu Ya'za detected insincere worshippers praying without proper ablution,
remarking that he smelled upon them an odor like that of dogs.

3.3 Scent and Identity Construction: Social Stigmatization

Social stigma, as formulated by sociological theory, represents a derogatory label attached to
an individual who breaches communal norms, originating from stereotypical judgments
produced by dominant institutional or symbolic authorities. Stigmatization manifests through
physical anomalies, socio economic status, occupational rank, or ethnic background,
producing discriminatory attitudes toward perceived outsiders, as analyzed by Marakeb and
Ben Khaled, 2023, page 168, and Goffman, 2015.

In the Islamic West, repulsive odors frequently functioned as powerful instruments of social
stigmatization. Primary sources record comparisons between disliked individuals and foul
beasts. The Andalusian author Ibn Shuhayd ridiculed primary schoolteachers by comparing
their presence to notoriously foul smelling creatures like polecats.

Sick individuals, particularly lepers, faced severe olfactory stigmatization. Classical and
modern medical studies observed that diseased bodies emit pestilential vapors that permeate
clothing, furnishings, and walls, as noted by Ibn Khatima, 2013. Ancient medical authorities
maintained that corrupted air expelled through respiration readily contaminated surrounding
atmospheres, inducing sickness in healthy bodies. Ibn al-Jazzar al-Qayrawani explained that
olfaction occurs when vapors disengaged from an odorous body enter the nostrils with
inhaled air, reaching the brain and affecting the sensory spirit within its ventricles.

Lepers were subjected to intense olfactory stigmatization. Physicians such as Ibn Sina noted
that lepers exhibited foul breath, fetid sweat, and ulcerated limbs discharging purulent
matter. Juridical texts echoed this stance during debates on contagion, advising people to
avoid prolonged proximity to lepers to escape the sickening effects of their repulsive
exhalations. Chronicles documented these segregation practices, noting how the Almohad
Caliph al-Nasir designated a leper colony outside the Bab al-Khawkha gate in Fez, positioned
downwind so that prevailing westerlies carried their exhalations away from the urban
population. Similarly, the Marinid Sultan Ya'qub ibn Abd al-Haqq ordered the relocation of
lepers to the caves of Burj al-Kawkab outside the Bab al-Gisa gate in 1259 CE, as recorded in
Rawd al-Qirtas by Ibn Abi Zar, 1972.

Conversely, Sufi texts subverted this sensory marginalization by deploying spiritual charisma
to elevate the marginalized. In an account preserved by Ibn al-Arif, a nonagenarian enslaved
leper in Morocco named Abu al-Khayyar was said to emit a fragrant aroma of musk
detectable from great distances. By replacing foul exhalations with heavenly musk, Sufi
discourse established a counter representation that challenged the dominant social
imaginary. This rhetorical mechanism affirmed spiritual dignity and provided psychological
restitution against social rejection.
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The medical stigma associated with lepers exhalations extended to other chronic afflictions,
such as vitiligo and leucoderma, which popular imagination conflated with leprosy. This
sensory anxiety produced legal dilemmas. The jurist al-Mazari was questioned regarding a
father who prevented his newlywed daughter husband from consummating their marriage,
alleging that the husband suffered from leucoderma and emitted an odor offensive to
anyone seated beside him.

3.4 Scent and Interpersonal Social Interaction

Sensory sociologist Piet Vroon observed that scent plays an active role in governing
interpersonal interaction, reinforcing emotional bonds and shaping social relations. Alain
Corbin noted that olfaction operates along dual axes of social attraction and visceral
revulsion. The physician Ibn al-Jazzar al-Qayrawani highlighted this dynamic by detailing
aromatics, such as rose, narcissus, lily, and wallflower, designed to foster affection between
men and women. His compatriot al-Tifashi emphasized that fragrant bodily perfumes attract
masculine affection and stimulate mutual intimacy. Later writers, such as Dawood al-Antaki,
noted that sensual pleasure culminates when intimacy is enhanced by fragrant scents.

Conversely, offensive odors triggered visceral aversion, functioning as perceived warnings of
physical corruption and disease. Jurisprudential recommendations urged individuals to
maintain physical distance from lepers to avoid offensive odors, an interpretation reinforced
by prophetic counsel advising believers to keep a safe distance from lepers. Medical
commentators affirmed that individuals suffering from malodorous diseases should be
avoided to prevent transmission.

1 llicare3 g smllicss
Hadith Translation: Flee from the leper as you would flee from a lion, Sahih al-Bukhari
Hadith 5707

This physical distancing demonstrates how repulsive exhalations, particularly fetid breath and
sweat, generated social alienation. Sensory perceptions influenced emotional attitudes and
shaped interpersonal behavior. A narrative preserved in the Managib of the Amghariyyun
describes this reaction: a royal tax collector hands became swollen and malodorous after
seizing money from the venerable Sheikh Abu Ja'far al-Amghari. His family and community
subsequently expelled him from their midst because they could no longer endure the
offensive stench.

4. Conclusion

This investigation illustrates that olfaction constituted a multifaceted historical subject within
the medieval Islamic West. Examining scent through structural and problem oriented lenses
reveals its role in shaping social and mental realities. The study analyzed how olfaction
evolved from an involuntary physiological sensation into a cultural construct, demanding
innovative epistemological and methodological tools that update historical craftsmanship.
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Historical sources across diverse genres contain valuable references that support the
reconstruction of olfactory sociology. Synthesizing these materials demonstrates that scent
functioned as an index of communal values, an instrument of social stratification, and a
catalyst for social stigmatization or cohesion. Developing this sensory history requires
sustained interdisciplinary dialogue connecting history with sociology, anthropology,
psychology, and literary semiotics.
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