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English Summary

This book is the result of several years of fruitful research and teaching at the De-
partment for Arabic and Islamic Studies, University of Goettingen, Germany. There,
it has been accepted by the Faculty of Humanities as my Habilitation in 2004. Parts
of the book could be discussed during a lengthy stay in Lebanon as well as on confer-
ences and workshops during the past few years. I want to express my sincere grati-
tude to all colleagues and friends who gave me inspiration and support with their
remarks, ideas and criticism.

Abu “Uthman ‘Amr b. Bahr al-Kinani al-Fugaymi al-Jahiz, living from 776/7 to
868 in Basra und Bagdad, is one of the most interesting Arab scholars. His numerous
works reflect the vivid intellectual life of his time. They show a free and educated
mind, connected with the debates (and the dependences) of his contemporaries, full
of contradictions and eager to comment on everything that came across his pen.
Especially interesting are his ideas on language and rhetoric. Al-Jahiz has often been
criticized for not writing systematically enough, for writing about everyone and eve-
rything which is why he is thought to not have provided consistent theories. Western
literary theory often ignores that there have been approaches to literary theory in the
Arab world. Therefore, it proved to be a challenging task to bring these two fields
together: to extract al-Jahiz’s ideas on language and understanding and to work them
up for the interested academic world; not only to discuss them with colleagues in
Arabic and Islamic studies but also for the interested scholars in the field of literary
history, literary theory, comparative literature and the history of linguistic philoso-
phy.

The early years of the Islamic community attest a remarkable effort to collect and
classify knowledge. After some introductory remarks on the subject, on the dimen-
sion of the linguistic turn in philosophy in general and in the Arabic thought in par-
ticular, chapter two sketches the atmosphere in which concepts of language could
grow. The most important development of that time was the implementation of
literary criticism (nagd) as a discipline of its own, the criticism of language, poetry,
and speech. Mastering the language was no longer only a means to express ideas in
theology, philosophy, history and sciences. Ibn Sallaim al-Jumahi, Ibn Qutayba, al-
Jahiz and others showed more interest in how essential the knowledge of the mecha-
nisms of language influences our life. From the starting points, religion and poetry,
these scholars delivered evidences for the far-reaching consequences. Classification
and categorization of poetical speech and rhetorical effects are more than decora-
tions on an aesthetic playground.

One intensifying element was the increasing awareness of a maturing society.
Islam being the common denominator, all the rest was subject to discussion and
change. Origins, values, ethics, knowledge had to be agreed on and argued about.
Foreign cultures (Iranian, Indian, Greek) were incorporated while Arabic-Islamic
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norms had to be established. It is this mixture of self-determination that led to the
question about the role of Arabic beyond the language of the prophet Muhammad.
Although al-Jahiz starts with very concrete descriptions of linguistic phenomena, he
draws theoretical conclusions that go further.

Chapter three begins with a structured analysis of al-Jahiz’s system of language.

He developed this system in the Kitab al-bayan wa-/-tabyin which he probably fin-
ished as an opus magnum in his last years. However, we can also find statements and
opinions on language and rhetoric in other works by him, for example Kitib al-
hayawan and several of his rasa’il Five spheres of language (words/alfiz, ges-
ture/ishara, scripture/khatt, calculation/ agd, universal reference/nisba) are distin-
il guished and completed by certain features that appear in the communication proc-
ess, such as silence (samt). After focusing on the oral manifestations of language (for
e example the qualities of a good sermon), al-Jahiz gives us examples for the poor use
{&i! of language, too.
11 The objective of this chapter is to investigate how far al-Jahiz goes when he ana-
jie! lyzes mechanisms of language. A thorough reading proves that he did not simply
justify the superior role of the Arabs within the human community - as it may appear
in polemics against the shu Tbiyya -, but tried to understand the rules of communica-
| tion. In the second and third centuries after Ajsjra there has been an animated culture
i of dispute and debate among the Arabs on how and where to position themselves in
il the range of peoples and languages. While finding arguments for the special respon-
sibility of native Arabs and following the traditional line of thought with regard to
the Islamic revelation, al-Jahiz reaches a point where he elaborates mechanisms of
communication in general. He even mentions the language of birds as an example
for the idea that each communication process is perfect in itself as long as the par-
ticipants can understand each other. Understanding, here, means an undisturbed
equivalence of the signifier and the signified. Furthermore, communication does not
necessarily take place within the boundaries of language; it can happen through
sounds, gestures, and any expression or sign that means something to somebody clse.
Criticism of dialects and faults, therefore, is not at first an elitism and a justification
of Arab superiority (at least not only), but a consciousness of the fragility of commu-
nication. This communication, for al-Jahiz, has two dimensions, strung together:
communication among humans and communication with God. And here, al-Jahiz
goes back to Islam and at the same time universalizes his approach. God gets in
contact with His creatures whilst sending signs. The whole creation is a sign of God,
and man is called to decipher it. Although al-Jahiz did not express it explicitly, we
could go so far and claim that the decoding process is a reciprocal one. Man, too, has
to make himself understood before His creator who, in turn, has to understand.

Communication among humans also is a divine gift that has to be used properly.
The many examples of misunderstandings and good or bad speech al-Jahiz gives,
serve the purpose of sensitizing his readers for the extensive effect language can
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have. Beyond the short-term effect of being unable to grasp the meaning of a word
or the intention of a speaker, in the long term the creation could be damaged.

The fourth chapter touches on the problem of reception. Al-Jahiz’s works have
been read, commented on and developed further by many authors; besides the view
that his theories are hard to grasp we find respect for his style and for the almost
unequalled variety of his writings. However, most disciples and successors do not go
into detail but rather content themselves with general assessments. As two examples,
the impact on Abu Hilal al-‘Askari and ‘Abdalqahir al-Jurjani is examined with re-
spect to the ground al-Jahiz has prepared. The concept of nazm that made al-Jurjani
famous and especially interesting for modern literary theory can be found in its be-
ginnings in al-Jahiz’s theories, too. Both try to grasp the moment and the circum-
stances at which signifier and signified - or /afz and ma nd - can come together and
how the human speaker can reach this point. While al-Jahiz sometimes ventures
forward and gives the human communication partners the responsibility not only for
the successful connection to each other but also for the protection of the creation, al-
Jurjani in the last moment pulls back and leaves the decisive action to a somewhat
diffuse inspiration by which the intention of the speaker meets the right expression
or the chosen word meets the right image.

One of the unanswered questions in al-Jahiz’s-research-circles is the one about
the reason and motivation behind his writing style in Kitab al-bayan wat-tabyin. As 1
have mentioned in the introduction, there are many excellent investigations and
studies on different aspects of al-Jahiz’s writings. When we try to answer this ques-
tion, we inevitably enter the sphere of speculation. Chapter five focuses on the con-
sequences the previous results could have for our picture of al-Jahiz in particular and
the role of early Arabic linguistic and literary theory within a broader framework in
general. It seems as if al-Jahiz entered an ongoing discourse of his time that must
have been much more diverse and colourful than we usually assume. While earlier
works often clearly reveal their patrons or the political circumstances under which
they have been presented, the last elaborations on language and perception show
much more ambivalence and freedom of thought. Modern literary theory, especially
when dealing with semiotics and a linguistic turn in philosophy, would gain a lot in
recognizing the rich Arabic heritage when it comes to the theories of signs. Al-Jahiz
starts from the rather limited field of theological defence, linguistic perfection and
cultural rivalry — and ends up with surprising insights into the nature of communica-
tion.




