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ABSTRACT
OF THE THESIS OF

Alaa Aldeen Ahmad Tawfeq Kayali for Master of Arts
Major: Arabic Language and Literature

Title: Writing and Meaning: Notions and Thinking: Al-jahiz’s (159-255/776-868)
Notion of an Ideal Book in Light of Mu ‘tazilite Theology

I explore al-Jahiz’s literature, and I focus on his theorization of writing and the
techniques, strategies, notions, real -and imaginary- addressees that it includes. I
research these topics in three primary sources: Kitab al-Hayawan, Kitab al-Bayan wa-I-
tabyin, Rasa’il al-Jahiz. Each of these texts reflects on one of several phases of
‘writing’; the stages of writing include the writer’s research for his material, and the
completion of the ‘book’ as an ideal, comprehensive, spoken, and disputatious book.
Finally, the last stage is a book that can be read whithin various political, cultural, and
social contexts in al-Jahiz’s own environment and in other environments in different
times and places.

In addition to the topics mentioned above, I also look into al-Jahiz’s literary
style, and I rethink some of the concepts in order to problematize terms taken by
scholars as axioms when reading al-Jahiz’s texts. Those axioms, although they fall
outside the text, became essential to scholars of al-Jahiz. They were used as a veranda to
overlook al-Jahiz’s literature, style, and methods of writing. Through my textual
research, I attempt to free al-Jahiz’s literature from what falls outside the text itself,
trying to rethink his writing within the framework of his own theories, terms, and
words.

My thesis also aims to look for potential harmony between its findings on al-
Jahiz’s theory of writing, the principles of Mutazilite theology, al-Jahiz’s worldview,
and his understanding of the Qur anic text. Finally, I work on framing my thesis within
the search for that potential harmony to tackle my main objective in this thesis; which is
to determine whether al-Jahiz was really aware of what I call his “theory of writing,
meaning, and thinking.” I show that al-Jahiz was aware of the correlation between his
understanding, on the one hand, of the act of God’s creation of the mother of the book
(Um al-Kitab), the universe, the human, and of the Qur’an, and on the other hand,
human writing, and reading of books.
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