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Abstract

This research, adopting a descriptive-analytical approach and aiming to elucidate the
process of structural reconstruction in classical Arabic prose, undertakes a
narratological analysis of Al-Imta‘ wa-l-Mu’anasa by Abti Hayyan al-Tawhidi. The
central question underpinning the study is: How did al-Tawhidi transform the rigidly
framed structure of popular narratives modeled on the One Thousand and One
Nights paradigm into an instrument for conveying sophisticated philosophical-
logical discourse? The theoretical framework integrates Greimas’s actantial model
for analyzing semantic layers and narratological concepts, alongside Gérard
Genette’s notion of narrative pause (pause narrative) to examine temporal dynamics
and textual interactions. The study’s foundational hypothesis-validated through
analysis-posits that al-Tawhidi redefined the function of narrative elements, shifting
them from the domain of entertainment and survival to that of rational reflection and
ethical formation. Findings derived from the analysis of the scholarly assemblies
(majalis) reveal that al-Tawhidi strategically employed narrative pause; however,
unlike Shahrazad, who pauses to defer death, al-TawhidT introduces a gnoseological
silence through the phrase “wa-nimna hatta al-subh” (“and we slept until morning™),
thereby granting the narratee (the vizier lbn Sa‘dan) the necessary time to
contemplate and internalize philosophical arguments. Ultimately, the study
demonstrates that al-Tawhidi, through structural reconstruction, forged a novel
synthesis between narrative literature and logical demonstration, innovating a
distinctive form within classical Arabic prose in which narrative ceases to be a mere
ornament and instead becomes the very process of reasoning itself.

Keywords: Classical Arabic prose, narratology, One Thousand and One Nights,
Abu-Hyan Tawhidi, Al-Imta'a and Al-Mu'ansah

Introduction

The fourth/tenth century witnessed a remarkable transformation in classical Arabic
prose a period during which the cultural efflorescence of the Buyid era and the
maturation of the translation movement propelled narrative forms from fragmented,
disjointed anecdotes toward sophisticated, structurally integrated discourses. Within
this intellectual milieu, Aba Hayyan al-Tawhidt's Al-Imta - wa-I-Mu @nasa emerges
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as a paradigmatic text that transcends conventional literary boundaries, fusing the
Eastern tradition of framed storytelling with rigorous philosophical inquiry.
Although scholars have long acknowledged the literary and intellectual merits of
this work, insufficient attention has been devoted to its underlying narratological
architecture particularly the manner in which al-Tawhidi appropriated the narrative
framework of popular texts (exemplified by the Thousand and One Nights pattern)
and radically repurposed it as an instrument for logical demonstration and ethical
edification. This study addresses that scholarly gap by examining the mechanics of
what may be termed "structural reconstruction": the process through which narrative
elements traditionally serving entertainment and survival were redefined to facilitate
rational contemplation and moral cultivation. Drawing upon A.J. Greimas' actantial
model to decode semantic layers and Gerald Prince's concepts of the narratee and
narrative pause to analyze textual temporality, this research demonstrates that al-
Tawhidi engineered a novel synthesis between narrative literature and philosophical
discourse. Unlike Scheherazade, whose narrative pauses function as a survival
mechanism to suspend death, al-Tawhidi employs epistemic silences marked by
phrases such as "wa namna hatta al-subi" ("and we slept until morning™) to create
cognitive space necessary for assimilating complex arguments. Consequently, the
forty councils of Al-Imta‘ constitute not mere entertainment but a meticulously
designed pedagogical apparatus in which narrative ceases to function as a decorative
device and instead becomes the very process of reasoning itself. Through this
structural innovation, al-Tawhidi established a distinctive form of philosophical
prose that would leave a profound imprint on the subsequent trajectory of Arabic
intellectual writing.

Methodology

This study employs a descriptive-analytical methodology based on structuralist
narratology to investigate the process of structural reconstruction in Abt Hayyan al-
Tawhidi's Al-Imta* wa-I-Mu’anasa. The analytical framework integrates A.J.
Greimas' actantial model to decode semantic layers and identify the transformation
of narrative roles from survival-oriented protagonists in popular tales to knowledge-
seeking agents in philosophical discourse. It also applies Gerald Prince's concepts of
the narratee, narrative temporality, and narrative pause to examine how al-Tawhidi
manipulates textual time and audience positioning for pedagogical ends. A
comparative narratological analysis juxtaposes the framing structure of Al-Imtg"
with that of the Thousand and One Nights, revealing how identical formal devices
(framed narration, nightly councils, narrative suspension) undergo functional
transmutation when deployed in distinct ideological contexts. Primary textual
analysis of the forty councils of Al-Imta‘ is supplemented by critical engagement
with historical sources e.g., Abai Shuja“s Tagarib al-umam to authenticate the
identity of the narratee (Ibn Sa‘dan) and contextualize the work within the
intellectual milieu of the Buyid era. This multi-layered methodological approach
enables a systematic elucidation of how al-Tawhidi repurposed narrative form from
a tool of entertainment into an instrument of rational demonstration.

This study examines Aba Hayyan al-Tawhidi's Al-Imta© wa-l-Mu’anasa as a
landmark of structural innovation in classical Arabic prose, demonstrating how the
author appropriated the framed narrative architecture of popular storytelling
exemplified by the Thousand and One Nights pattern and radically repurposed it for
philosophical discourse. Through a narratological analysis integrating Greimas'
actantial model and Prince's concepts of the narratee and narrative pause, the
research reveals a threefold transformation: (1) narrative roles shift from survival-
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oriented protagonists to knowledge-seeking agents pursuing hikma (wisdom); (2)
narrative pauses evolve from dramatic suspensions that defer death into epistemic
intervals marked by the formula "wa namng hatta al-subk™ ("and we slept until
morning"), which facilitate cognitive assimilation of complex arguments; and (3)
embedded tales are subordinated to dialectical purpose, becoming heuristic devices
that scaffold logical demonstration rather than prolong suspense. The findings
substantiate that al-Tawhidi forged a "narrative syllogism™ a discursive form in
which plot progression and logical inference merge transforming narrative from
ornament into the very process of reasoning.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that Al-Imta * wa-I-Mu’anasa by Aba Hayyan al-Tawhidi
represents a watershed moment in the evolution of classical Arabic prose a moment
in which narrative form undergoes deliberate structural reconstruction to serve
philosophical ends. By appropriating the architecture of framed storytelling from
popular tradition, exemplified by the Thousand and One Nights pattern, al-Tawhidi
engineered a fundamental functional transformation: narrative elements traditionally
deployed for entertainment and survival were redefined and converted into
instruments of rational demonstration and ethical cultivation. Greimas' actantial
model reveals how the pursuit of physical survival yields to the quest for zikma
(wisdom), while Prince's theory of narrative pause elucidates the transition from
dramatic suspense to epistemic reflection a shift epitomized by the formulaic phrase
"wa namna hatta al-subi™ and we slept until morning, which creates the cognitive
space necessary for philosophical assimilation. At a crucial juncture, al-Tawhidi
extricated narrative from its ornamental role and transformed it into argument itself
what may be termed a "narrative syllogism," a discursive form in which plot
progression and logical inference become indistinguishable. This innovation reflects
the intellectual vitality of the Buyid era and its emergent "republic of letters," a
milieu in which literature, philosophy, and theology converged in dynamic dialogue.
Ultimately, Al-Imta‘ stands not as mere entertainment but as a meticulously
designed epistemic architecture that harmonizes literary elegance with rational rigor
a model that would profoundly influence subsequent generations of Islamic thinkers.
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