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Keeping all of the above in mind, it has to be declared that the present study does not aim 

to examine how the proposed questions were handled in the context of pre-modern Arabic 

literary theory. Although the problems are definitely worth being discussed in that respect, the 

questions proposed does not suit for that kind of inquiry. Instead, they remain preoccupied with 

modern ideas and theories, and attempt to describe how this context is able to bridge the gap 

that seems to exist between two literary cultures. In this respect, Arabic works that could be 

considered theoretical are not taken into consideration during the present discussion. 

Nevertheless, my purpose is to be as mindful of the original pre-modern Arabic context of the 

works under discussion as possible within the framework of modern literary theory. I take this 

approach because I am convinced that, although it is important to understand how pre-modern 

Arabic literary theory worked, it is just as much pertinent to be aware of how modern literary 

theory can handle this foreign tradition in a way that does not alienate it from its original context 

and makes something of it which, in fact, it is not. 

 

The Structure of the Study 
The present discussion is primarily based on the close reading of the short narratives of the 

Nights. They are either discussed in particular groups or they are compared to the wider literary 

output of pre-modern Arabic prose literature. Nevertheless, it is pertinent to talk about the 

social, historical, and literary context to which the Nights and the additional works belong. 

Similarly, modern literary theory must be discussed in detail to draw up the theoretical 

framework which provides the basis for the close reading of the examined material. 

First of all, however, The Thousand and One Nights has to be discussed. Since its 

manuscript tradition and its history in European literature are discussed extensively in 

secondary sources, I decided to give only a short report of it in Chapter 1. While striving to be 

comprehensive, the account of the history of the Nights emphasizes the more problematic points 

of this history. It is in light of these points that the methodology of my study is explained. 

Although I omit to discuss the methodology in the Introduction, it is to provide it with a place 

where it can be freely elaborated and its intrinsic nature to the history of the collection can be 

fully appreciated. Only after this can the collection be placed into the context of pre-modern 

Arabic literature in the following part of Chapter 1. The rest of Chapter 1 is dedicated to the 

designation and discussion of the material used in the analysis. Furthermore, a section of 

concluding remarks is also added, which brings together all the diverse observations made in 

the chapter and makes a statement about the general aim of the paper and the methods used in 

the discussion. 
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considered to belong to that narrative form on the grounds of them being included in another 

kind of narrative with another set of characteristics to consider. Besides these longer narratives, 

other shorter forms also have to be mentioned as excluded from examination. These narratives 

include anonymous or even named characters that do not represent any particular social class. 

The difference between these characters and those listed above is that they do not represent a 

general group; they provide examples for particular situations. These stories mainly belong to 

exemplary tales. Similarly, animal tales are not discussed, just like tales of religious content, be 

they Muslim, Christian, or Jewish. 

These are the short narratives of the Nights, on which the following discussion is based. 

Not all of the narratives are mentioned by title and definitely, not all of them are examined in 

detail; there is neither room nor need for that. The examined examples are representative 

enough and if need be, the other narratives could be added as further examples. 

Although the initial criterium was based on the khabar form, it is not to say that these 

narratives correspond to that narrative form. As stated earlier, the khabar form can provide the 

starting point for discussing short narratives in the Nights. As such, its definition was used as a 

basis point for selection. The stories listed above only show certain characteristics that allow 

the reader to associate it with that form. It is the purpose of the study to examine to what degree 

individual stories may be read as khabar and, more importantly, to describe the method of 

reading to recognize and interpret the cooperation of various literary forms in the collection in 

regard to the short narratives. In the following, when stories are referenced without quotation, 

only the number of the table (Roman numeral) and their number (Arabic numeral) in the table 

will be provided. References in the footnotes will only be provided when quotations are 

referenced. 

 

1.4. Concluding Remarks Regarding Genre in Pre-Modern Arabic Literature and 
Modern Research 

The previous chapter, dealing with the contemporary conceptions of genre and the generic terms 

of short narratives, could not provide a satisfactory description of genre or an exact definition 

of the particular Arabic terms. The terms themselves are so varied, and their application is so 

arbitrary that defining them based on contemporary works is not possible. Drawing up a general 

idea of how genre was conceived in the pre-modern era would have provided some help, but 

doing so needs further consideration of the matter. 

Accordingly, the aim of the present inquiry, on the one hand, is to supplement the 

previous terminological examination with results of modern research with the specific purpose 
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literature, which is yet lacking in research. The research also provides a theoretical background 

for examining these short narratives, an approach which in itself is quite rare in the study of 

pre-modern Arabic literature, not to mention that of The Thousand and One Nights. 

Despite all the interest in The Thousand and One Nights, it is yet to be appreciated for 

what it is: a literary work in its own right. It may defy classification by medieval Arabic and 

modern Western standards, but it is, without a doubt, a work of literature. The modern literary 

theory proved that we do not have to cling to the notion of a well-definable historical person as 

a writer to be able to appreciate the stories in the collection. Neither do we need a well-dated 

complete manuscript to be able to read the collection as a literary work. Every manifestation of 

every part of this collection is a literary work that any reader can read with any cultural 

background and information available to them. During the reading of the short narratives in the 

Nights, the reader gets into contact with the text of the literary work and, through the literary 

work, the author of that work. Their combined impression on the work makes up the 

interpretation of the literary work. In the modern research of the Nights, this interpretation has 

been colored by the lenses of Western tradition and a need for familiarization (hence genre 

classification). However, equipped with the necessary knowledge, the reader may complement 

these interpretations with ones that go beyond the familiar traditions and terms and help to 

situate the Nights into its original Arabic context. 
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