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‘FOREIGN BOOKS’ IN ARABIC LITERATURE:
DISCOURSES ON BOOKS, KNOWLEDGIVE AND
ETHNICITY IN THE WRITINGS OF AL—GAHIZ

Peter Webb

SCHOOL OF ORIENTAL AND AFRICAN STUDIES, UNIVERSITY OF LONDON

Al-Gahiz is one of the ®Abbasid era’s most celebrated bibliophiles, and his

praise of books and championing of ‘writerly culture’ in 3rd/9th-century

Irag are well documented. However, he also expressed distinctly negative
. appraisals of books that have hitherto received much less scholarly |

attention. This paper will examine the curiously paradoxical views of al-

Gahiz by considering his opinions on non-Arabic books in the context of

scholarly debates in his contemporary Iraq. Al-Gahiz’s conception of such ‘

books intersected debates regarding (a) the suitability of books to transmit |

knowledge, (b) rivalries between Arabs and non-Arabs in early “Abbasid

Iraq, and (c) the merits of translating scholarly writings from pre-Islamic

civilisations. Al-Gahiz’s opinions on these issues led him to develop a

particular conception of the ‘perfect book” whereby he could unreservedly

praise his own writings and extol *Abbasid literary culture, but at the same

time subordinate foreign literary cultures to the non-literate pre-Islamic

Arabians. Al-Gahiz’s theories reveal that 3rd/9th-century Iraq had not yet

become entirely a ‘civilisation of the book’, and that conceptions of

language, ethnicity and knowledge influenced the formation of Muslim

bibliophilia.

In the wake of the Islamic conquests of the lst/7th century which
amalgamated the various pre-Islamic civilisations of the Near East and
Mediterranean into one empire, and with the subsequent emergence of
Arabic as the region’s new lingua franca of cultural production, scholars
in early ®Abbasid Iraq (mid 2nd/8th to 3rd/9th centuries) experienced an
environment responding to significant social and cultural change. From
the later 2nd/8th century, the intellectual status quo was also confronted
by technological developments which made the production of relatively
inexpensive paper possible and facilitated a hitherto unprecedented
opportunity for commercial book publication.! Scholars who formerly
had relied largely on the aural acquisition of knowledge via lectures now
could study from a growing library of books and disseminate their
research and ideas to a wider reading public. The unique advantages of
books to store and transmit knowledge were apparent to 3rd/9th-century

1 See J. Bloom Paper before Print, discussed below, note 65.
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