PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This volume of collected studies in classical Arabic literature and
Islam is the result of an international enterprise. It consists of six-
teen chapters written by scholars of Arabic and Islamic studies from
Europe, the Middle East, and North America. Given the recently
increased interest in Arabic culture and Islam, exemplified by the
public’s demand for more in-depth information, this publication is
dedicated to casting light on a spectrum of issues in the classical lit-
erary and intellectual heritage of Islam, which are—due to their uni-
versal relevance—of interest not only to specialists in Arabic and
Islamic studies, but also to a wider readership as well.

The book discusses a number of aspects which characterize the
literature, life, and scholarship in Arabic-Islamic society at different
historical periods. While underscoring the complexity and progres-
sive nature of Islamic thought in medieval times, it points to a cul-
tural specificity of Islam that facilitated the advancement of intellectual
life and the formation of “modern” societies, even by today’s stan-
dards. Furthermore, the book highlights such aspects as the creative
interaction of Muslim scholars with different cultures in their attempt
to refine and add to existing fields of knowledge, and the high esteem
that knowledge and education are granted in Islam in general. It
deals with non-Muslim literary and scholarly activities in the realm
of Islam (a notion that challenges the stereotype of the exclusivity
of religious societies), and explores controversial issues such as fem-
inism and Islam, and the role of female figures in early Islamic his-
tory as portrayed in the classical sources, to mention just a few topics.

Thematically, the studies presented here are united in their pri-
mary objective which is to pursue Ideas, Images, and Methods of Portrayal
in selected classical Arabic texts. Methodologically, these studies have
in common a rigid focus on primary sources, the use of philological-
analytical approaches, and the due consideration they give to the
specifics of the Arabic literary tradition. These aspects are worth
mentioning since the application of theory-oriented methods and
methodologies as offered by contemporary literary theory, cultural
studies, and social sciences is also a distinguishing feature of the con-
tributions included here.
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The topics dealt with in the book have been arranged in an
approximately chronological order. This should help the reader to
follow, to some extent, the general course of historical and literary
developments in Islam. A chronological rather than a thematic design
was chosen to make it easier to handle the material, and the chap-
ters themselves will demonstrate that each topic has its own special
merits and concerns that fully justify their inclusion in this book.

Thus this volume hopes to offer original and fresh Insights into
Classical Arabic Literature and Islam, insights that intend to stimulate
thought and further the appreciation and understanding of the com-
plexity and distinctiveness of Arabic-Islamic culture and civilization.
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Thanks are due to a number of colleagues and friends who sup-
ported the preparation of this book.

First of all, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to those
senior scholars who readily agreed to referee one or more of the
contributions included here. I am indebted to Hilary Kilpatrick
(Lausanne), Amikam Elad ( Jerusalem), Geert Jan van Gelder (Oxford),
Amir Harrak (Toronto), Maher Jarrar (Beirut), Alexander Knysh
(Michigan, Ann Arbor), Todd Lawson (Toronto), Gregor Schoeler
(Basel) and, in particular, to Michael Marmura (Toronto). Their
comments and constructive critique were most helpful and encour-
aging to both the authors and the editor of this book.

I am particularly grateful to Tarif Khalidi, Shaykh Zayid Professor
of Arabic and Islamic Studies at the American University in Beirut,
who agreed to write the Foreword for this book. His stimulating
thoughts are most appreciated.

I also wish to thank Professors Wadad Kadi (Chicago) and Rothraud
Wieland (Wirzburg) for accepting this book in Brill’s Islamic History
and Cuilization series. Professor Kadi in particular provided me with
much invaluable advice in the final stage of this book’s publication,
for which I would like to thank her warmly.

A final word of appreciation goes to Trudy Kamperveen and
Birgitta Poelmans, Editors at Brill Academic Publishers, for their
assistance at the various stages of this book’s publication.

Sebastian Giinther Toronto, February 2005
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