Precedents

Let us now rewind from the madrasa centuries back through the eleventh cen-
tury, and into the first three hundred years of extant Arabic scholarly output.
Language use is first and foremost the use of precedent according to rules, and
it is the past that determines how a word is deployed and then accepted. Ma‘na
was an established and oft-used word that had formed part of scholars’ concep-
tual vocabularies for several hundred years by the time our four scholars were at
work. When we try to map this history of usage we notice that this single word,
ma‘na, had been used to translate multiple Greek words into Arabic, was pres-
ent as a label in the names of specific genres and groups, and was used to build
and explain theories about both words and things. We have no word in English
or European languages that plays the same roles, so let us therefore start to get
acquainted with ma‘'na as it would have appeared to our four scholars. In the
course of this survey, we will encounter the word haqgiqah at several key points.
This will also be our first encounter with the grinding complexity of some of the
semantic, epistemological, and theological debates that had the use of ma‘na at
their core. A non-Arabist reader in a hurry may wish to skip ahead to the transla-
tion theory in chapter 3.

IN TRANSLATION FROM GREEK

Texts in Greek were a major source of theoretical discussions, and I will discuss the
details of that integration in more detail in the chapters on Ibn Sina and al-Gurgani.
Here, in this chapter on the precedents for use of the word ma‘na, I would like to
turn briefly to ninth-century translations of Greek, and to a representative genre of
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scholarship: medicine. We are lucky to have Manfred Ullmann’s magisterial (and
hand-written) dictionary of translations, which primarily surveys Arabic interac-
tion with the work of Galen (d. 216) and Aristotle. It quickly becomes apparent
that ma‘na was a word used to translate a number of quite different Greek words
into Arabic. This tells us that ninth-century Arabic translators were in the same
position with regard to Greek as we twenty-first century translators into English
are with regard to Arabic. In the absence of a shared conceptual vocabulary, trans-
lation has work to do.

Ullmann documents moments when ma‘nd was used to translate thedria,
pragma, sémaind, and tropos, and also in phrases that translated the adjectives
paraphoros and presbutikos." Let us address these moments with some more
detail. In Athens in the fourth-century B.c., Aristotle remarked that the method-
ology he was using to understand “the good” (begin at an accepted starting point
and fill in the detail later) was one that should be followed “in other areas too”
(ton auton deé tropon). The ninth-century Arabic translator, most likely Ishaq b.
Hunayn (d. 911),” translated this phrase as “according to this ma‘na.”> Ma‘na was
a fundamental concept for the translators. The Baghdadi Christian Aristotelian
al-Hasan Ibn Suwar (d. 1020), whom we will meet again in the chapter on Ibn
Sina, explained that translators needed to conceive a ma‘na in the same way as
the original author, and that he had produced a critical, comparative, multi-man-
uscript edition of Aristotle’s Sophistical Refutations in order to “get the ma‘na.”
Four hundred years after Aristotle, in second-century-a.p. Rome, Galen wrote
that a large book on anatomy by his predecessor Marinus (of Alexandria, fl. 100)
was marred by omissions. In ninth-century Baghdad, Hunayn b. Ishaq (d. 873,
father of the aforementioned Ishaq and author of a treatise on these Galenic
translations characterized by what Uwe Vagelpohl calls “vigorous pragmatism”)s
translated the phrase about the omissions, ellipes de tén theorian, as “you find his
ma‘ani to be inadequate”® Galen also used the adjective paraphoros to describe

1. Theoria (“theory, “speculative practice”), pragma (“matter;” affair”), sémaino (“signify”), tropos
(“mode, manner”), paraphoros (“having deviated from the course,” “incorrect”), and presbutikos (“like
an old man”). Ullmann (2002-7, 1:865, 3:886). Translations selected from Liddell and Scott (1968).

2. Aristotle et al. (2005, 27).

3. Arist. Eth. Nic. 1098a33. Arabic: 6;-“.5' Ida &p 9. Ullmann (2002-7 3:492). English translation
from Aristotle (2002, 102).
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@:.AJ\ szl I CRPICY Olazg g Lgie Ay :}ﬁ» Georr (1948, 198), via Vagelpohl (2010, 254).

5. Vagelp;)hf(zow), 248.

6. Gal. Anat. Admin. 4:10. Hunayn:
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the incorrect speech of other authorities about inflammation in the eyes, and
Hunayn chose to describe such speech as having “no ma‘na to it

In all these examples, the word ma‘na would seem to be roughly equivalent to
the English “meaning” But in his work on medicines, Galen warned that confusion
about the names “dry” and “wet” would lead to uncertain knowledge of the prag-
mata, and then both names and knowledge of pragmata would become confused.
(We will return to pragmata in chapter 6 below.) Hunayn translated this as “when the
labels indicating them become confused, then so does knowledge of the ma‘aniand
the actual things”® Galen had used a standard Greek binary of onoma and pragmata,
a pairing we could map onto the English pairing of “words/names” versus “things”
Galen had warned that labeling confusion leads to confusion about what things
actually are. When Hunayn wanted to say this in Arabic, he moved to an epistemo-
logical structure with three components. He made a specific distinction between the
labels of the medicines on the one hand, and then both their ma‘ani and their umir
on the other. The word umiir here stands for the actual physical medicines them-
selves. The ma‘ani are Hunayn’s third category: they are not the labels (the words
are the labels), and they are not the actual medicines either. They are ma‘ani, a core
conceptual category not found in Greek or English without recourse to neologism.

In his work on body parts affected by disease, in a typological discussion of
changes to organs, Galen again stressed the importance of consistent use of medi-
cal terminology, and he remarked how, “what speech signifies” has confused both
junior physicians and philosophers (ton sémainomenon ho logos). The translator,
either Hunayn or his nephew Hubays b. al-Hasan al-A‘sam (fl. ninth century),’
rendered this phrase as “the ma‘ani that are indicated by names”™ The Arabic

;L,aj\; ailna & ZA;-) Ullmann (96-1:295 ,7-2002).

7. Gal. De PL;lsibus Libellus ad Tirones. Galen (1821-33, 8:484). Hunayn:

PUpgEES Y. Ullmann (20027, 2:31-33, 3:55-56).

8. Ex oun touton ton prophaseon hé ton onomaton chreésis tarachtheisa kai tén ton pragmaton epita-
rattei gnosin. Hosautos de kai peri xérou kai hugrou ton onomaton sugxuthenton kai hé ton pragmaton
gnosis sunexuthé. Hunayn:

)}jY\} Sl (’,.L«J\ Sy 5as Lede A1 q;LEJ‘\H Eiyas WL Gal. De Simplicium Medicamen-
torum Tem‘;;emmentis ac Facultatibus 3.12. Galen (1821-33, 11:569), Ullmann (2002-7, 3:176).

9. Garofalo (1997, 15).

10. Anamnésthomen d’ eis ta paronia chrésimos kai ton en téi peri iatrikon onomaton pragmateia
lelegmenon, entha peri ton seémainomendn ho logos én, ha kakéos sugcheousin ouk oligoi ton nedteron
iatron te kai philosophon. Arabic [starting at enthal:

sl lede Jus Al slaadl & 53 & Rudolph E. Siegel's English translation says simply “where
I discussed the signs” }Sal. be Locis Affectis 1.3. Galen (1821-33, 8:32), (1976, 28); Ullmann (20027, 3:274).
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conceptual vocabulary revealed by this translation choice matches the three-
part division that we encountered in the previous example. There are words and
things, and then there are those mental contents that result from the input pro-
vided by language. Hunayn or his nephew read the Greek and then wrote ma‘ani.
They read a combination of Greek words that Liddell and Scott tell us is also
found in Sophocles (d. 406 B.c.): cho logos sémaineto (translated variously as
“now let your speech signal your meaning” or “you may tell your story”) and
that is clearly about forming a speech act to communicate one’s meaning.” Galen
had certainly read Sophocles, and it is possible that Hunayn or his nephew had
too. (Maria Mavroudi has shown that Sophocles was read by Hunayn’s fellow
Christians in ninth-century Iraq.)” What is interesting for us is that in Sophocles’
literary moment he seems to want to stress the process by which ideas are con-
sciously turned into words (facts, lies, and silence are in play; Deianeira is telling
the Messenger he can now speak freely). It is fun to imagine that this line was
on Hunayn’s mind when he used the Arabic word ma‘ani for Galen’s dry injunc-
tion about the same process of turning ideas into words. In a more prosaic final
example, when the Archbishop of Constantinople Gregory of Nazianzus (d. 390)
proscribed that his order wear shoes and crutches like old men, the tenth-cen-
tury Christian Arabic translator rendered presbutikos baktéreuontes as “crutches
according to the ma'na of an old man.* In the mind of the translator, this was an
idiomatic and appropriate Arabic phrase that could do the work done in English
by “like”: think of an old man, and then you will know what kind of crutches we
are talking about.

These six Greek words (theoria, pragma, sémaino, tropos, paraphoros, and pres-
butikos) were all translated (or in the case of paraphoros and presbutikos, trans-
lated in part) by ma‘'na. The choice we have now is whether to shoehorn these
ma'ani into a word such as “meanings,” or to force them into a neologism such as
“mental contents” The decision to make six different words into one single word
has already been made by the ninth- and tenth-century translators; the question
before us now is how to do justice to that Classical Arabic choice. Our primary
task in this book is the translation of the Classical Arabic conceptual vocabulary,
not the Greek one. Greek simply helps us see what Arabic was doing. Translation
will be the subject of the next chapter. Here, I would just like to note that if we were
to choose “meanings,” then these six Greek words would represent a set of usages
that does not match how we use the word “meaning” in English. The advantage

11. Soph. Trachiniae 345. Translations: Richard Jebb and Robert Torrance via Perseus Digital Library.
12. Mavroudi (2015, 329-30).
13. Gregory of Nazianzus (2001, 136). Arabic:

'C::.J’ e @\; &\)KU\J. Ullmann (2002-7, 3:182).
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of “mental content” is that it is an awkward neologism that makes us ask exactly
what the Arabic word ma‘na was doing. It also helps us identify that some sort of
content is in play, and provisionally locate that content in the mind.

IN BOOK TITLES

Some usages of ma‘na and its plural ma'ani were so well-established by the elev-
enth century that they appeared in the titles of books and the slogans of polemi-
cists. They fit the same patterns of usage we have encountered in the translations
from Greek, and could just as well be rendered in English as “mental content.” Once
again, the awkward nature of the resultant translations will remind us that these are
genres and controversies that we just do not have in the histories of Anglophone or
European theology, literary criticism, or grammar. And yet they were fundamen-
tal to the conceptual vocabulary of eleventh-century Arabic, and therefore to the
theoretical discussions that are the subject matter of this book. Eleventh-century
scholars would have read a great many books that dealt with ma‘ani al-Qur’an
(“the ma‘ani of the Quran”) or ma‘ani as-$i‘r (“the ma‘ani of poetry”), and they
would have studied ma‘ani an-nahw (“the ma‘ani of grammar/syntax”) at school.

Let us start with the foundational text of the Quran, over three centuries distant
when our four authors heard and read it but pedagogically, linguistically, episte-
mologically, and rhetorically omnipresent in their intellectual lives. The idea that
the Quran had contents, ma‘ani, was uncontroversial. And these contents were
assumed to be located in the mind; they were mental contents. Unsurprisingly,
the question of whose mind the contents of the Quran were in was theologically
problematic, and we will confront it in chapters 4 and 5. But no one would have
disagreed with the statement that the Quran was full of ma‘na. Perhaps the most
famous book to enshrine this principle in a title was Aba Zakariyah al-Farra’s
(d. 822) Ma“ani al-Qur’an. As we have the text today, al-Farra’s work starts with
a transmission note from one of his students, who wrote that this was “a book
containing the ma‘ani of the Quran” that al-Farra” had dictated from memory
starting in the early Tuesday and Friday mornings of the month of Ramadan
in the year 818. The teacher’s opening words were: “Exegesis of the problematic
desinential inflections of the Quran and its ma‘ani begins with the transmission
consensus that the alif in the basmalah is elided” This is an orthographic state-
ment about the opening phrase of the Quran known as the basmalah (bi-smillahi
r-rahmani r-rahim, “In the name of God, the merciful, the beneficent”) and how
it is written down. According to al-Farra’, the reason that Quranic orthography
omitted the upright stroke of the letter alif was that the basmalah was a place in
the Quran so well known that a reader would never be “ignorant of the ma'na of
the alif” It was, after all, a customary linguistic trait among the Arabs to whom
the Quran was revealed that abbreviation and elision were practiced “when the
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ma‘na was known”* There is no doubt here that ma‘na is the mental content of
speech, nor that this mental content is what is at stake when questions of orthog-
raphy or grammar are under consideration. The single letter alif has a ma‘na so
well known in a certain phrase that its physical representation on the page may
be omitted. A book such as that of al-Farra’, largely concerned with the accurate
reading of the Quranic text and the discussion of dialectical variations therein,
would therefore accurately be given the title “Mental Contents of the Quranic
Text” The word ma'na appears a great deal in the book; the lessons al-Farra’ dic-
tated often consist of a paraphrase of the mental content of a certain word, or a
statement that two words have the same or different mental contents, all backed up
with evidence from sources including Arab poets, lexicographers of Arabic, and
his own authorial judgment. And it was not just single words and letters that had
mental contents; whole phrases or verses did too. The phrase “If God willed it, he
would depart with their hearing” (Quran 2:20, al-Baqarah) is therefore explained
by al-Farra’ as “the mental content, and God knows best, is that if God willed it
he would make their hearing go away.” The rhetorical thrust of the verse stays
the same; the mental content is stable (albeit al-Farra’ piously eschews confidence
in his interpretation), and only the syntax changes. We will return to syntax and
ma‘ani with a vengeance in chapter 7.

If the ma'ani of the Quran could be the mental contents occasioned by both
letters and whole verses, so a book on “the mental contents of the Quran” could
include more than the lexicographical and orthographical notes of al-Farra’.
Writing in tenth-century Egypt, Abu Ga'far Muhammad an-Nahhas (d. 950)
started his Ma'ani al-Qur’ an by saying that the book would also include explana-
tion of the Quran’s rare words, juridical prescriptions, and verses that abrogated
other verses, all based on scholarly precedent from religious and lexicographical
authority. But what was at stake in all these subgenres of Quranic study was the
ma‘ani of the Quran—the mental contents it contained. An-Nahhas was interested
in desinential inflections only insofar as they were needed to grasp the ma‘na, and
when he wanted (taking part in a long-standing debate)* to stress the Arabness of
the Quranic language, he wrote that “the mental contents of the Quran are found
only through the Arabic lexicon
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15. Rippin (2016).
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After this Quranic introduction (more valuable detail and references can be
found in Andrew Rippin),” it makes sense that multiple genres of pre-eleventh-
century scholarship would produce books that dealt with the range of mental
contents, ma‘ani, occasioned in authors’ and readers’ minds when each genre
of text was read. And while a comprehensive survey is beyond our scope here,
a cursory review of the lists of book titles in Fuat Sezgin’s bibliographic survey
of pre-eleventh-century works bears out this conclusion. Sezgin’s volumes deal-
ing with Quranic sciences, Hadith, poetry, grammar, and lexicography list nearly
a hundred books with ma‘na in their title. Their contents are of course not all
the same: the mental content produced by poetry is not the same as the men-
tal content produced by prophetic Hadith, nor are all the disciplines identical
in their preoccupations. But they are all using ma‘na in the same stable way. So
when Aba Ga'far Muhammad at-Tahawi (d. 933) wrote, in response to requests
from his companions, a substantial collection of Hadith designed to defend that
corpus from its critics, it became known as Kitab Ma‘ani al-Atar—The Book
of the Mental Contents of Prophetic Traditions.”® When Ibn Qutaybah (d. 889)
wrote his Kitab al-Ma‘ani al-Kabir fi Abyat al-Ma‘ani (The Big Book of Ma‘ani
Dealing with Ma‘ani Verses), which is also known as Ma‘ani as-Si‘r (The Ma'ani
of Poetry), he was producing a set of explanations of selected verses from the
canon of Arabic poetry, the words of which might not have been familiar to his
urban Baghdadi audience.” He spent a great deal of time explaining the ma'na of
descriptive terms used by poets from previous centuries, so the chapter on “Lines
with Ma'ani about the Hyena” starts with a single line from al-Kumayt b. Zayd
al-Asadi (d. 743):*°

Like the mother of  Amir hiding away in her den, but the hunter has the rope.
The wolf will provide for her family.

One can imagine that this line was as obscure to a ninth-century Baghdadi bureau-
crat as it may be to us. Ibn Qutaybah provides the mental content in a concise
paragraph: the mother of ‘Amir is an alternative name for the hyena, an animal
known for its stupidity, which is evinced by its habit of sticking to its den until its
hind legs can be snared by the rope of a hunter who pretends to have abandoned
the chase. Wolves have been known to raise the children of hyenas after the par-
ents were hunted, and in some cases interbreed. Provided with this account of the

17. Rippin (2015).

18. Sezgin (1967, 1:437-38), at-Tahawi (1994, 1:11).

19. Cf. Harb (2013, 146 n. 463).

20. e 23 Jle Ji=Ji A | ple 5\ lear § Sl LS. Ibn Qutaybah (1984, 1:212).
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ma‘na, the reader of Ibn Qutaybah is now equipped to use the line as an apt quota-
tion in a literary performance (the process known as adab).

The Quran, Hadith, and profane poetry all had ma‘ani that could be recaptured
and paraphrased by the scholars who worked to interpret them. Language was
the interface between the mental contents of authors and readers. It is there-
fore unsurprising that language itself was analyzed using ma‘na as a label for
the functions and meanings behind the words themselves. Any discussion of
the function of a certain particle in syntax, or the import of a certain tense or
mood of a verb, or indeed the type of illocutionary force intended by a speaker
would be a matter of ma‘na. As we will see, al-Gurgants poetics was at heart
a theory of syntax, and the ingredients of syntax were ma‘ani. This was not a
controversial terminological assumption. For example, when al-Gurgani’s pre-
decessor in the canon of great grammarians, Aba al-Qasim az-Zaggagi (d. ca.
949), wrote a book about the grammatical functions of particles, he called it
Ma‘ani al-Huraf (The Ma'ani of Particles). The first four particles dealt with
were “at,” “all,” “some,” and “like,” and az-Zaggagi then continued for another 133
Arabic words, explaining the semantic load of each word and how it functioned
in Arabic syntax.”

Ma'na was the word used to describe what happened in people’s heads when
they were faced with language. And seeing as the Quran, Hadith, and poetry were
all made up of language, ma‘na was also the word used to describe what happened
in people’s heads when they interacted with those texts.

IN THE ARABIC DICTIONARY

The Arabic lexicographical tradition, as we will see in chapter 4, was itself a map
of usage and precedent. What did the authors of dictionaries say about ma‘na?
As was the case with all the words that existed in Arabic, a lexicon became firmly
established during the first four centuries of Arabic scholarship, and the etymolog-
ical relationships between words were delineated and argued over with reference
both to the canon of pre-Islamic poetry and to anthropological lexical fieldwork
among nomadic Arabic tribes. The word ma'nd was no exception. The lexicogra-
phers went to work on it just as they went to work on every other Arabic word in
their vast, ever-expanding, mutually referencing dictionaries and manuals of mor-
phology. And in David Larsen’s recent article, we have a comprehensive engage-
ment with both the lexicographers’ work and the uses of ma‘na in early poetry on

21 o, :}f, Jue, and Jes. az-Zagagi (1984,1-3).
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which they drew. He concludes, inter alia, that “outward exposure of inner content
is one of ma‘nd’s master metaphors.”

The first lexical question was what part of speech, what type of noun, ma‘na
was. On the face of it, ma‘na could be either a magdar (a quasi-verbal event noun)
or a noun of place. These two parts of speech are in the case of the word ma‘na
indistinguishable, so one could choose to read ma‘na as either the act of aiming
or the place of aiming. Larsen and I might be tempted to prefer the latter, but
al-Gurgéni, himself a grammarian, wrote a voluminous commentary on his teach-
er’s study of morphology, in which he concluded that in such cases the masdar is
the starting point from which the noun of place derives. (The masdar was also,
according to Gerhard Endress, the morphological form used most often to trans-
late abstract and universal concepts from Greek.) Al-Gurgani’s general statement
is backed up in the specific case of the word ma'na by a scholar specializing in
fine-grained lexical distinctions, Aba Hilal al-‘Askari (d. ca. 1010), who confirmed
that while ma‘na looked like it could be a noun of place, it was indeed a magdar.>*

But what did the lexicographers say that verb from which ma‘na derived
meant? One of their traditional etymological starting points, the Quran, provided
little assistance. Neither the word ma‘nd, nor the root from which it is derived
(“-n-y) appears in the Quran, although Larsen has interrogated the appearance of
the related root “-n-w at Quran 20:111 (Ta Ha), noted the appearance of “-n-y in a
variant reading of Quran 80:37 (‘Abasa), and supplied the word’s Hebrew cognate
(maneh from the same ‘-n-y root.)® The word hagiqah does not appear either,
although the root /i-g-q is used by the Quran to talk about truth a great deal.

In the work of Aba al-Husayn Ahmad Ibn Faris (d. 1004) we read a synthesis
of the work of the previous four centuries of lexicographers that tells us that the
ma‘na of a thing is what you get when that thing is tested, or the basic default state
of a thing (via al-Halil b. Ahmad, d. 786),* or the purpose of a thing that is revealed
when you look for it (via Aba ‘Abdallah Muhammad b. Ziyad Ibn al-A‘rabi, d. ca.
846). In the absence of Quranic precedent, the sources adduced by Ibn Faris to
prove his reading are nomadic Arabic prose and poetry, in which the verb from
which ma'na derives (‘ana) is used for the putting forth of plants (by the earth) or

22. David Larsen, “Captivity and Meaning in Classical Arabic Philology,” forthcoming in the Jour-
nal of Abbasid Studies.

23. The masdar mimi of a form I third radical weak verb is identical to the ism az-zarf or ism al-
makan. Endress (1987, 19), (2002, 236); al-Gurgani (2007, 2:1057), Kouloughli (2016b), Larsen (2007,
158f), Wright (1898, 1:128).
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25. Larsen (2007, 163-67, 194).

26. a}Ai ) ez gzﬂ Al g anoes s :}f e B ol e :}?BJ\ 3y (,JJ. Ibn Faris (1946-52, 4:148).
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water (by a waterskin). In a representative piece of eleventh-century lexicon con-
struction, Ibn Faris used the Umayyad poetry of Du ar-Rummah (d. 735) to claim
this etymological origin for ma‘na: what the land would produce.”” An origin that
would give land content, just as language has content.

IN THE OPENING SENTENCE OF THE FIRST
ARABIC BOOK

Let us leave the accounts of the lexicographers here. We will return to the concep-
tual importance of the lexicon in chapter 4, and here I would like to turn back to
usage. I do not want to cede control of the game to the lexicographers in the first
innings! The first complete extant book we have in Arabic, a book given simply
the name al-Kitab (The Book), uses the word ma'na in its very first sentence. The
author of this foundational study of grammar was Sibawayh, a Persian speaker
working in Basra, in southern Iraq, and the opening statement of his book was that
“language is the noun, the verb, and the particle that comes for a ma‘na, neither
noun nor verb” It is highly instructive to note that the commentary tradition’s
response to this somewhat gnomic statement was not to ask what ma‘na meant; it
was rather to ask exactly what this category of “particle” was and then use ma‘na
to explain the different theoretical options.? The commentators also asked exactly
what the word I have translated as “language” meant; al-kalim was a rare plural of
al-kalimah, “word,” and they disagreed about the significance of Sibawayh’s word
choice (in English we tend to say “language” at times like this, but “language” is
an English word not exactly replicable in Arabic, where we find the words lisan
(“tongue”), kalam (“speech”), lugah (“lexicon”), gawl (“speech act/statement”), and
more.*

The word ma'na was in play during Sibawayh’s foundational Arabic answer to
the question I am phrasing as “What is language?” And as he tried to explain what
Sibawayh had meant, Aba Sa‘id as-Sirafi (d. 979) asked himself how one would
answer this question: “Why did Sibawayh say, ‘and the particle that comes for a
ma‘na,’ when we know that nouns and verbs also come for ma‘ani?” The assump-
tion in this short snatch of dialectic is clear: as-Siraff’s readers are already familiar
with the word ma‘na; everyone knows how to use it. Nouns, verbs, and particles

27. Ibn Faris (1946-52, 4:146-49). See also Larsen’s “Captivity and Meaning in Classical Arabic
Philology;” forthcoming in the Journal of Abbasid Studies.

28. J;.e YJ r.,»b o 6"“‘5 HES :J}-j :};éj ’(',.w\ (,.LKM} Sibawayh (1966, 1:12.2).

29. Ar-Rummani (1993-94, 109), as-Sirafi (2008, 13-14.) Cf. Bernards (1997, 3f).

30. Cf. Gilliot and Larcher (2016).
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all have ma‘ani. It is the word to use when talking in Arabic about what language
is and how language works. It is core conceptual vocabulary.

What was as-Sirafls answer to his own question, and how did he explain
Sibawayh’s use of the word ma‘na? It should come as no surprise that an answer to
a question about ma‘na, posed in terms of the functioning of ma‘na, should itself
consist of a statement about how ma‘na worked. As-Sirafi said that the ma‘ani
of particles (which we encountered with az-Zaggagi above) consisted only of
acts of negation, affirmation, and connection between nouns and verbs, both of
which had their own ma‘ani. These ma'ani in nouns and verbs were different,
existed integrally to each such word, and could be recaptured through paraphrase
in answer to the question “What is . . . ?” The function of particles could also, of
course, be recaptured through paraphrase, but the ma‘ani of particles could be
reasoned only alongside the ma'ani of the nouns or verbs to which they referred,
whereas the ma'ani of nouns or verbs stood on their own and could be used as the
basis for further reasoning. As-SirafT’s explanation of Sibawayh's gnomic reference
to a mental content on account of which particles are used was that, for exam-
ple, the conjunction “from” is used for a mental content that could be defined as
“dividing a part from a whole” and that relied on the mental content of the noun or
verb being divided. One couldn’t reason the mental content of “from” without rea-
soning the mental content of what it was from.* What we can see here is some of
the contours of a grammatical-logical framework that has one foot in Aristotelian
logic and the other in Sibawayh’s descriptive linguistics. This is a combination that
was born out of polemical struggles between logicians and grammarians in the
tenth century (see Peter Adamson and Key),”* and it would be finally resolved in
the eleventh century, as we will see in chapters 6 and 7. At this stage in the book I
wish only to highlight the centrality of ma‘na to the discussion and its stability as
an item of conceptual vocabulary in constant and widespread use.

IN A WORK OF LEXICAL THEORY

Abu Hilal al-"Askari (d. ca. 1010, on whom see George Kanazi and Beatrice
Gruendler)® was a lexicographer and literary critic who wrote a book of lexical
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definitions. The stated aim of that work was to clarify the differences between
ma‘ani that were close to each other and thereby dismantle the concept of syn-
onymy.** It was a work of fine semantic distinctions that dealt with both the inher-
ited lexicon of classical and scriptural precedent and with the living scholarly and
ordinary language of the late tenth and early eleventh century: “the vocal forms of
the jurists, the theologians, and all the rest of people’s conversations”* He gave an
account of how around twelve hundred pairs of words each differed in their mean-
ing: “the difference between mental contents that are close to each other”* One
such pair of words was, happily for us, ma‘na and haqiqah.

Before we come to Abt Hilal's detailed discussion of ma‘'na and haqiqah we
need to explain what he meant by “vocal forms” Ma‘na was an established and
commonplace word for the mental content that could be accessed and expressed
through language. It was primarily cognitive and resided in people’s minds. The
linguistic expression of these mental contents was then a separate category, lafz
(plural alfaz), and the two terms very often sat in opposition to each other. Lafz
can be translated as “vocal form,” “verbal form,” “vocal/verbal expression,” or
“utterance” I have invariably chosen “vocal form” to avoid confusion in English
with the grammatical category of “verb,” and as a nudge toward the omnipres-
ence of the binary—vocal form / mental content—even when only one side of it is
mentioned: vocal form / mental content. Lafz also tended to stand, in theoretical
discussions about language, for both spoken and written expression.

Lafz was the real-world extramental existence of language, whether the vibra-
tion of the air produced by human vocal cords or the marks on the page pro-
duced by humans’ pens. This notion of physical impact matches the standard
definitions of lafz in the Arabic lexicon: a lafz is literally the act of ejecting some-
thing from one’s mouth. The additional distinction between word and script
was also available when necessary, laid out, for example, in the ninth century
by al-Gahiz (Abi ‘Utman ‘Amr b. Bahr, d. 868 and a dominant literary voice
of the ninth century and beyond). His taxonomy of communication famously
identified five forms that could accurately indicate mental contents: vocal form,
physical gesture, dactylonomy, writing, and context/performance (this last cat-
egory reflected the way we may say that the presence of a corpse, or a building,
“speaks volumes”).”

34. Abu Hilal (2006, 29, 33).
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Abu Hilal started his 232-word entry on ma‘na and haqiqah with the statement
that “ma‘na is intent, the specific intent with which a speech act happens (the
lexical ma‘na of the word ‘speech’ may be: ‘that to which intent attaches itself)
Hagiqah, on the other hand, is a speech act that is lexically placed according to its
assigned place in the lexicon.s® This is Abu Hilal saying that ma‘na and haqiqah
are linguistic categories: the intent behind a speech act and the lexical accuracy
of a speech act. I will return to the lexicon and these categories in chapter 4. Abal
Hilal then provides the morphology: ma‘na is a masdar from the root ‘-n-y. Next,
he turns to theology to make the argument that ma‘na is a word for a human
linguistic category, albeit one that can point toward God: “ma‘nd is our hearts’
intending what we intend to say. And what we intend is the ma‘nad. God is there-
fore [if we intend him] the ma‘na.” Abu Hilal understood ma‘na as an internal
human process of intent, one that had its fulfillment in a speech act. If a human
being wanted to talk about God, then God would be the ma‘na of the resultant
speech act. But Aba Hilal acknowledged that there was a theological problem
here, one that had been identified by the oft-cited and foundational early Basran
Mu‘tazili theologian Aba “Ali al-Gubba’i (d. 915): “God cannot be described as ‘a
ma‘na.””* God may have been what people wanted to talk about, but he could not
actually be in people’s hearts, subject to their intentions. He could be the ma‘niy
(“the thing intended,” a passive participle of the same ‘-n-y root, less commonly
used) but not a ma‘na.*> An accurate account of the situation would recognize that
the ma‘na was the human being’s intent, not the divinity itself. After all, wrote Aba
Hilal, were one to say, “I intend to say, Zayd™ or “I wanted to talk about him,” then
one would not actually be conjuring up Zayd’s presence. Mental content is not the
same thing as extramental existence.*

i) & Lali> e Al-Gahiz (1960, 1:76.10f, 78.1f). Cf. Behzadi (2009, 62f), Miller (forthcoming).
Dactylo;lomy is the practice of counting on the fingers.
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By this point, Aba Hilal has used the words ma‘na and hagiqah to make state-
ments in two different ways. He used them as subjects in definitional statements:
“ma‘na is intent” and “haqiqah is use according to lexical precedent” But he has
also used the same two words as tools to explain how his language is working.
When he said that the dictionary definition of “speech” can be “that to which
intent attaches itself;” he said, “the ma‘na of speech is that .. ” (“the mental content
of the word ‘speech’ is that . . ) And when he explained al-Gubba'T’s theological
statement, he said that “the sagigah of this speech is that .. ” (“an accurate account
of this speech is that . . ”) These two words, ma‘na and hagiqah, are so omnipres-
ent in any discussion about semantics that they do double work: they are used to
explain themselves.

After using al-Gubba’i and theology to clarify the boundary between the epis-
temological and the ontological, Aba Hilal went on to consider examples from
ordinary language usage of ma‘na and haqigah. First of all, while people do say,
“the ma‘na of your speech is . . ” they do not say, “the ma‘na of your movement
is .. ” People don't talk about gestures as having ma‘na, but they do talk about
words as having ma‘na. Abu Hilal’s conscientious survey of ordinary language
then led him to report that people do sometimes use ma na to talk about nonlin-
guistic events, for example in the phrase “your being admitted to see that person
has no ma‘na.” This is found elsewhere—for example, in his history of Baghdad
Ibn Abi Tahir Tayfur (d. 893, on whom see Shawkat Toorawa)* reports a ninth-
century insult: “You have no ma‘na in the palace of the caliph!” (Josef van Ess
translates ma‘na here as “function”)* In order to negotiate the range of usages
of the word ma‘'na, Aba Hilal used the Arabic linguistic concept of semantic
extension (tawassu‘). Words have ma‘nd, and by a process of semantic exten-
sion, actions such as admittance into a powerful persons presence may, or may
not, have ma‘nd. This extension works because the phrase “your being admitted
to see that person has no ma‘'na” can be reconstructed as “your being admitted to
see that person has no benefit that is worth mentioning in a speech act”+ Having
established the principle of semantic extension, Aba Hilal chose to make a dis-
tinction between the way it applied to ma‘na and the way it applied to haqiqah.
He thought that ordinary language exhibited more semantic extension for hagigah
than it did for ma‘na.* Both categories were primarily used for language: speech

42. Toorawa (2005).

43. Ibn Abi Tahir Tayfar (1949, 125), van Ess (1991-95, 3:159).
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has cognitive mental content (ma‘na) and things have lexically accurate accounts
(haqiqah) given of them. But whereas the use of ma'na was largely restricted to
cognition connected to language, the usage of hagigah could slip further away
from language into the description of things.

Abu Hilal’s final remark in the entry is directed with an admirable frankness
toward the most liminal case of the usage of ma‘na: the qualities of things in what
we may call theological physics. This is a usage that I address in detail at the end of
this chapter, in the sections “Theology” and “Theologians (Mu ‘ammar)” What led
Abu Hilal to consider this theological usage, despite his clear preference for mak-
ing ma‘na be only about language, was his report that in ordinary language we say,
“the hagiqah of the movement is . . . ;” but we do not say, “the ma‘na of the move-
ment is . . ” The reason that we do not talk about movements as having ma‘ani is,
for Abu Hilal, that people have already called the movements themselves ma‘ani:
“They call the bodies and the accidents ma‘ani.” The people he was talking about
were the theologians, and “accident” is an Aristotelian word for a nonessential
quality or property of a thing. Aba Hilal thought that the reason movements were
called ma‘ani was, again, the process of semantic extension, and he ended the
entry with a reminder that such semantic extension is not an open-ended process:
it cleaves to precedent.*

Al-Qadi ‘Abd al-Gabbar had used ma‘nd in a very similar way when discuss-
ing a theological question related to Abu Hilal’s: the legitimacy of describing God
as a “thing” Where Aba Hilal had used ma‘na for the prelinguistic (or pre- and
postlinguistic, in the case of an ongoing conversation between two people) cog-
nition of speech acts, and of bodies, and of the accidental qualities of bodies,
‘Abd al-Gabbar described how ma na could be used for the prelinguistic cogni-
tion of speech acts, and of things, and of actions undertaken by those things. ‘Abd
al-Gabbar wrote that “it is possible one could say about a fixed thing that it is a
ma‘nd, just as we say that the act of combining things is a ma‘nd. According to this
usage, it would be necessary to say that God is a ma'na.” Furthermore, just as Aba
Hilal had explained the relationship between the speech-act usage of ma‘na and
the things/qualities-of-things usage as being one of semantic extension, so ‘Abd
al-Gabbar explained the relationship between the intent-of-speech-act usage and
the things/actions-of-things usage as being a different kind of semantic extension
(in his case “going beyond the lexicon,” magaz, on which more below).

‘Abd al-Gabbar wrote, and here I am paraphrasing, that we can talk about
both things and the act of combining things in the same way—as mental
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content—because both are objects of thought about which we intend to talk.
Furthermore, the word ma‘na is used for the intent (qasd) behind speech acts, but
it is also used, by a process of semantic assimilation, for the target of those speech
acts (magsad). But this does not work for God, and he cannot be called a mental
content, although he can be the target of a speech act.# ‘Abd al-Gabbar left it to
his reader to infer the reason for this final step in the reasoning: God is an object of
thought for whom no comparisons or connections are possible or permissible. We
can hypothetically consider the logic of a statement that God is a mental content,
but the theological ramifications are too problematic. This is exactly what hap-
pened with Aba Hilal. The linguistic description of God was carefully policed by
theologians of all stripes. What Aba Hilal and ‘ Abd al-Gabbar confirm here is that
ma‘na was used as a label for mental contents, for the things we hold in our minds
and for the things to which we give names. The only limit on its usage and on its
broad applicability to the things we think about was that it could not be easily used
for the creator himself.

ADHERENTS OF LAFZ, ADHERENTS OF MA‘NA, AND
THE PURSUIT OF HAQIQAH

Lafz and ma‘na, vocal form and mental content, were the primary categories for
discussions of language and mind. They were not theories but, rather, core con-
ceptual vocabulary items that contained shared assumptions about what mind
and language were. No one disagreed with their existence; no one denied that lafz
or ma‘na existed. How, then, could these basic conceptual categories have sup-
porters or be associated with controversies? How do we explain the existence of
“adherents of mental contents” or “adherents of vocal forms” (ashab al-ma‘ani
and ashab al-lafz)? The answer is that ma‘na had been used to do more than just
theorize linguistic or hermeneutic processes. Al-Gahiz, while engaged in an argu-
ment with Aristotle about frogs and fish and bemoaning the loss of knowledge to
the vicissitudes of time, exclaimed that “it all comes down to the process of under-
standing ma‘ani, not vocal forms, and to the haqa’ig, not to the expressions used
to describe them.#* This is equivalent to us saying about Aristotle today, “It’s the
ideas and getting them right that matters!” The pairing of ma‘na and lafz was char-
acterized by opposition: an adherent of ma‘na would by definition be opposed to
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an adherent of lafz, just as the ma‘na of a sentence was by definition not the same
as its lafz. The utility of the distinction between mental content and vocal form was
that it was a binary.

The other word that al-Gahiz used, haqiqah, was not on either side of this
binary, but rather described the nature of the relationship between the two. Let
us briefly address it here. Haqiqah was used to denote the accuracy of a mental
content, whether with regard to a vocal form in language, or with regard to extra-
mental reality. Its plural form, haqa’iq, was therefore “accuracies” or “accurate
accounts”” In al-Gahiz’s exclamation, this “getting it right” was exactly what mat-
tered. This usage was common across all disciplines, and having access to hagiqah
or the haqa’iq was universally understood as a good thing. Ar-Ragib used the
plural form in this way in his exegesis, as did Ibn Farak’s pupil al-Qusayri some
decades later. Ar-Ragib: “This is the interpretation of the righteous forefathers,
and of the owners of the saqa’iq who know the hagiqah of the soul referred to in
this Hadith and its corporeal substance, but as for the later Mu‘tazilah . . ” We are
not concerned here with ar-Ragib’s subsequent take on Mu‘tazili interpretations
of Hadith and Quran, but rather the way he uses haqigah and haqa’iq for accuracy
and truth in this quotation.* The phrase “accurate accounts of things” (haqa’iq
al-umiir or haqa’iq al-asya’) was a common description of the target of philhel-
lenic philosophy, and “accuracies” were the divine truths available through Sufism:
les réalités spirituelles (Paul Nwyia translating Abii al-Husayn an-Nuri, d. 907).5° In
a recent and posthumously published article, Heinrichs identified the same con-
stellation of usage for hagiqah across early theology and Sufism, as well as the way
haqiqah functioned in a pairing with magaz.>' In the tenth-century diagrammatic
classification of the sciences by Ibn Farigin, knowledge itself is defined as being
“of things and their haqa’iq.”* The phrase haqa’iq al-umir could be successfully
rendered in English as “the essential nature of things” (Gutas) or “the profound
realities” (Mohamed Arkoun, both translating Aba ‘Ali Miskawayh, d. 1030).? But
when Arabic scholars in and before the eleventh century wanted to talk about
truth and reality, they did not reach for a Latinate word meaning “deep” or for a
logical category (“profound” and “essential,” respectively). Instead they reached for
the conceptual vocabulary that is the subject of this book: it was mental contents
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that mattered, and accurate accounts of them that needed to be pursued: ma‘ani
and haqa’ig, respectively.

Ma‘na and hagiqah were used to describe and dignify the pursuit of truth,
and this is how, as terms that could bear such value, they were used to structure
controversies and hierarchies across many genres of scholarship. They were key
components of a conceptual vocabulary that we can throw into relief by com-
paring it with how we use words like “meaning” in English. We use the phrase
“theory of meaning” for a linguistic and philosophical account of reference and
the connections between language and mind. But we also use “meaning” as a term
laden with value: “a personal search for meaning in life” or, conversely, “a mean-
ingless pursuit” This combination is comparable to the Arabic use of ma‘na and
hagiqah in both accounts of reference and in the pursuit of broad philosophical
and divine truths.

But we do not, in English, have “adherents of meaning” In Arabic, that label
did exist: ashab al-ma‘ani. Who were they? In the sections that follow, I review the
major debates and controversies that took ma‘dni and alfaz as their labels. In liter-
ary criticism and theology the binary opposition of lafz and ma‘na came to stand
for both positions and methodological approaches. This was a scholarly tradition
that often turned to the vocabulary of linguistic structures in order to explain all
kinds of epistemological and ontological debates, and that loved nothing more
than to schematize and curate its own disagreements. There were adherents of lafz
and ma‘nd in arguments about the methodology of literary criticism, in debates
about society that used lafz and ma'na to label variant political philosophies, in
analyses of syntax, in theological-hermeneutical arguments, and in dialectics on
the philosophy of action that used ma‘na to explain cognition and physics. I will
very briefly deal with each of these in turn, dipping into debates across a range of
disciplines in order to highlight representative uses of the word ma‘na.

Literary Criticism

When eleventh-century literary critics argued about sound versus meaning in
Arabic, they used the vocabulary of lafz and ma'na as a way to draw distinctions
between words and ideas. They were the primary vocabulary used to discuss how
language worked. This does not mean that these arguments resulted in complete
agreement about whether a certain poetic technique should be associated with
lafz or with ma‘nd; the matter of paronomasia, for example, could be considered
a question of lafz, since the sound of the words was the location of the assonance
or alliteration, but it could also be considered a matter of ma‘na. This was because
when the mental contents associated with those vocal forms did not align and
interact, the paronomasia would be to little effect (for reviews of such disagree-
ments and the usage of the terms, see Ihsan ‘Abbas, Lidia Bettini, Kamal Abu Deeb,
Wolthart Heinrichs, Djamel Eddine Kouloughli, and, from the eleventh-century
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itself, Abu "Ali Ahmad al-Marzaqi, d. 1030).>* But however much literary critics
disagreed, the same core conceptual vocabulary of lafz and ma'na was in play.
The two terms were always in the same relationship to each other, and they can
always be translated as “vocal form” and “mental content.” The conversation about
form and content is not, of course, unique to Classical Arabic. To take an example
almost at random, Susan Sontag advocated in the late twentieth century for “essays
which reveal the sensuous surface of art without mucking about in it” Was she
calling for a focus on lafz as opposed to ma na? The problem is that the binary was
constituted differently in her Anglophone theory and in al-Gahiz or al-Gurgants
Classical Arabic theory. Sontag wanted to “cut back content” because the mechani-
cal drive to retrieve it leads us to ignore the sensory, and sensual, experience of
form.” Some Arabic theory did use ma'na in this way: the Quran was on some
accounts inimitable because it communicated mental content, subject matter,
known only to God. Others argued that such a position missed the unique beauty
of the Quran’s linguistic structure, its form. But here the two genealogically uncon-
nected theories part ways: Sontag invested her form with erotics, whereas Arabic
read its form as grammar. (In chapter 7 we will see how grammar, just like erotics,
could lead to beauty.)

Politics and Society

The relationship between vocal form and mental content was often, in the ninth
and tenth centuries, a proxy for broader critical discussions of the nature and pur-
pose of literature. Perhaps the most famous moment came when al-Gahiz cited
the opinion that mental contents were merely strewn in the street and accessible
to the masses and foreigners, whereas vocal forms were the true site of eloquence
and linguistic skill. When it came to assessing Arabic eloquence, word choice
and poetic meter reigned supreme. This passage was so famous that al-Gurgani
included an extended reading of it in the opening discussions of the Asrar, a read-
ing that showed al-Gahiz to be privileging the interaction of mental contents over
the interactions of a rhyme scheme (cf. Jeannie Miller).”” Elsewhere, however,
al-Gahiz presented his readers with a conflicting opinion, arguing that true elo-
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quence was effective communication. The ultimate test of communication was to
communicate elite mental contents to the masses, clothing them along the way
with the intermediaries of correct vocal forms. He wrote that a noble mental con-
tent simply deserved a noble vocal form.*® In these contradictory positions, ethi-
cal and political arguments about literature and eloquence were at stake. Mental
content was either tarred by its association with the street or reified as elite truth.
In these passages, al-Gahiz was not concerned with the structure of language, nor
with mechanisms of signification or reference; rather, he was using the words lafz
and ma'na as labels for vectors of concern to him in ninth-century Iraq, and he
was not alone in doing so. The question as to whether Arabic eloquence should
enable elites to communicate with the masses or whether in fact it enabled elites to
separate themselves from the masses was a political issue.

The Thwan as-Safa’ (a mysterious group of tenth-century authors)® took the
pairing in a slightly different direction. For them, the inarticulate masses and elo-
quent elites both understood mental contents (equivalent to al-Gahiz’s “strewn
in the street”). However, women, children, and the masses then falsely located
eloquence in the sweet and pure sounds of words. The Ihwan considered such
popular assumptions to be false, and thought that not everything that sounded
nice was eloquent. Bawdy songs, for example, were mental contents with no
accuracy: ma'ani with no haqiqah sung by drunkards and children. The men-
tal contents that the Ihwan did care about were haqgiqah: accurate praise that
was actually deserved by its recipient, balanced on a happy medium by equally
legitimate criticism. The language they valued communicated these ma‘ani effec-
tively, and effective communication was important because the stakes were high:
ma'ani were principles first conceived in the soul with precision, but alfaz (vocal
forms) were for the Ihwan base matter; ma'ani were like souls and alfaz like bod-
ies. What troubled the Thwan here was not the relationship between language
and mind, nor indeed the question of how to determine eloquence. When they
thought about mental content they felt threatened by women and children having
access to mental content in the same way as they did, because everybody used
speech to communicate. For elitists with a spiritual and emancipatory project
this was a problem, and the Thwan solved it by using kagiqah as a claim of accu-
racy that separated their own true, accurate, spiritually achieved ma'ani from the
base ideas expressed by their inferiors in drunken song. When the Thwan spoke,
they described the result with the words ma‘na and haqiqah, loading both words
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with ethical and political values. Their speech was accurate communication of a
mental content. When everyone else spoke, it was the noise of animals, madmen,
drunkards, children, and women.®°

Linguistics

Al-Gahiz used the pairing of lafz and ma na to discuss the position of Arabic
eloquence between elites and masses, and the Ihwan used the same pairing to rein-
force their own elite status. These ethical and political polemics about literature
and society proved frustrating for scholars who wanted to focus on the mechanics
of how language worked. If language itself was the subject of inquiry, it was pain-
fully obvious that vocal form and mental content worked together and that they
were only separated and given priority over each other in the service of polemic.
Ibn Ginni (Aba al-Fath ‘Utman, d. 1002) wrote against the idea that the lafz-ma‘na
pairing could be meaningfully separated. The fact that vocal forms were important
did not mean that the mental content being communicated was irrelevant. Vocal
forms were simply the way to get a point across. For example, one might make a
proverb rhyme so it could be remembered, in which case the vocal form of the
proverb would impact the reception of its mental content.® Al-Gurgani was frus-
trated by these discussions too, and by the imprecision of the trope, invoked by
even Ibn Ginni, that vocal forms were the servants of mental contents. Al-Gurgéni
wanted to map the connections between language and cognition but was forced to
deal with ethical polemics and metaphorical or theologically motivated explana-
tions that he thought were subject to misinterpretation. I do not mean to imply
that al-Gurgan{s frustration is evidence of any inconsistency between the polemi-
cal use of lafz and ma‘na in al-Gahiz or the Thwan and the linguistic use of lafz
and ma‘na in Tbn Ginni and al-Gurgani. In all cases the pairing referred to the
same two levels of physical linguistic vocal form and cognitive mental content.
But Ibn Ginni and al-Gurgani were more concerned with how the levels interacted
than with one level being “better” than the other. From this perspective the very
opposition of the two levels was unproductive: both were prima facie involved in
language.

Ibn Ginni and al-Gurgani used the pairing of lafz and mana to explain syntax.
Al-Gahiz and the Thwan used the same pairing to label political dynamics, in effect
thinking of language politics in terms of language itself. To understand this differ-
ence, we may imagine an author using “signifier” and “signified” in an article on

60. Thwan as-Safa’ (1957, 3:119.7-122.3).
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how good Barack Obama’s rhetoric was. I use this thought experiment to suggest
three things: that the use of linguistic categories outside linguistic disciplines was
more prevalent in pre-eleventh-century Arabic than it is in twenty-first-century
English, that this breadth of usage does not imply any dissonance in meaning,
and that this breadth of usage could give a literary-critical flavor to conversations
about politics, society, and more.

Theology

My next example of precedent comes from theology and the definition of “mono-
theism” (tawhid). A famous late-tenth-century scholar, Aba Hayyan at-Tawhidi
(d. 1023), was reviewing definitions of core conceptual vocabulary that had been
provided by his teacher Abu Sulayman as-Sigistani (d. ca. 985, on whom see Joel
Kraemer).® The definition comprised a belief in God’s oneness together with a
verbal profession of God’s oneness. At-Tawhidi reported that as-Sigistani, after
this definition, had gone on to explain that when he said, “a person professed God’s
unity;” he was referring not to a simple verbal profession, but to a thoroughgoing
conception of the unity of God that went beyond denials of polytheism to conceive
of an unblemished, unqualified, and indescribable essence captured by the phrase
“he is one alone; he alone is one” That essence was a ma ‘nd, and as mental content
the power of the phrase should not, as-Sigistani said, be located in its syntactic
symmetry, “as is the habit of the adherents of lafz.”® The words “he is one alone;
he alone is one” are not theologically salient because of their repetition and inver-
sion (an antimetabole), but rather because of the deep mental content they convey.
What we have here is the use of the pairing of vocal form and mental content to
privilege mental content and denigrate critical focus on the level of vocal form. It
seems that the methodology from which as-Sigistani and at-Tawhidi wanted to
distinguish themselves was a literary-critical approach to theology: the adherents
of lafz are accused of having located the theological force of “he is one alone; he
alone is one” in the antimetabole itself.

Just like the Ihwan, as-Sigistani used the pairing of vocal form and mental
content to privilege the latter. When he said “adherents of lafz,” he meant people
whose readings were not to be trusted. What then might it mean to have adherents
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of ma'na? What implications might such a phrase convey? On the one hand it
could be used to describe interpretation (whether criticism of poetry or exegesis
of scripture) that focused on the meaning behind the words. It could also be used
for poets who aimed primarily at complex metaphor (Ibn Tabataba, d. 815, quoted
by al-Marziqi).* But the phrase “adherents of ma‘na” had a specific theological
history. It was perhaps first used to refer to a group of theologians who subscribed
to a doctrine proposed by the ninth-century theologian Mu‘ammar b. ‘Abbad
(d. 830) about the functioning of things he called ma'ani. This is a doctrine that
deserves its own special section, which is up next. I have deliberately left it to the
end of my survey of precedents despite the inversion of chronology this involves:
Mu‘ammar’s ma‘ani need to be read in the context of everyone else’s.

Let us return to al-Gahiz. His work engaged with theology on such a deep and
systematic level as to make the distinction between literature and theology mean-
ingless (see Miller’s review of James Montgomery),® and he wrote that the Quranic
statement “God taught Adam all the names” meant that God taught Adam “all the
ma‘ani” (Quran 2:31, al-Bagarah, on which see further below). But al-Gahiz then
went on to say that by ma‘ani he did not mean “the constitution of colors, tastes,
and smells, or the multiplications of finite and infinite numbers” He was clearly
sensitive to the fact that ma‘na was used both for the mental contents connected
to words and for the mental contents that result from cognition of either the qual-
ities of physical bodies or the components of arithmetic. Al-Gahiz then wrote:
“The only way to name those mental contents that exceed the bounds of what is
required or go beyond the limit of a description is to enter them into the sphere of
knowledge and say, ‘a thing and a ma‘na.””*s Al-Gahiz knew that mental content
in toto was a broader category than the mental content connected to names by the
lexicon. The way to deal with arithmetic or the cognition of physical bodies and
their qualities was therefore to name a thing and then also voice the extra bit of
mental content required to specify what one is talking about. One could think, for
example, about a camel that smelt of lemons and thereby one would have a mental
content of “‘camel smelling of lemons” But there is no name in the lexicon for a
package thus constituted. One would have to say “a camel smelling of lemons” and
thereby (in al-Gahiz’s vocabulary) name both a thing and a ma‘na. This is why
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when al-Gahiz said that God taught Adam all the ma‘ani, al-Gahiz did not mean
that God taught Adam every possible mental content. God did not teach Adam the
composition “camel plus lemon smell”; rather, he taught Adam the mental content
“camel” and the mental content “lemon smell,” just as he taught Adam the mental
content of each number but not the mental content of every possible arithmetical
composition. In any case, color, taste, and smell were ma‘ani.

This same assumption can also be read outside Islamic theology. A century
later in Baghdad, the Jewish theologian Saadiya Gaon (d. 942) was engaged in
refuting the belief that all composite bodies were created from eternal spiritual
beings. One of his objections to this theory was that such spiritual beings would
have to have heat, cold, moistness, and dryness in order to be the source of those
same four attributes in physical bodies, as was claimed by his opponents. Equally,
he could not accept that the posited spiritual beings had color, taste, limit, dimen-
sion, quantity, place, or time, because “all these ma‘ani were attributes of bodies,”
and the spiritual beings were claimed to be prior to bodies.” Gaon’s argument
was that the theory was incoherent. On the one hand it implied that the spiritual
beings needed heat and cold in order to be the source of heat and cold in bodies.
On the other hand, it implied that because the spiritual beings were prior to bod-
ies, they could not have color or quantity. The Arabic word that Gaon used for all
these different attributes of physical bodies was ma‘na. Heat, cold, dimension, and
quantity were all ma‘ani. If we translate ma'ani as “mental contents,” then Saadiya
was assuming that hot, cold, and all the other attributes of physical bodies were
cognitive judgments: things that we judge, in our minds, other things to have.

THEOLOGIANS (MU‘AMMAR)

The theological discussions that used ma‘na are dominated by Mu‘ammar, whose
ninth-century claim about what we now call physics, the study of the basic prin-
ciples that govern the physical world around us, used ma‘na as its central concept.
As we saw from Abu Hilal, this usage of ma‘na was noticed by his contemporaries,
who worked to explain it, just as scholarship would work to explain it again in
German, English, and French over a millennium later. Let us start with the presen-
tation of the theory by Abu al-Husayn al-Hayyat (d. ca. 913) in his Kitab al-Intisar.
“Chapter 34: Mu‘ammar’s statements on generation and on ma‘ani.”® Al-Hayyat
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starts the chapter with a review of what appears to be a self-evidently unlikely
theory: Mu‘ammar’s claim that every single action in the world is actually accom-
panied by thousands and thousands of other actions stretching to infinity. Every
act of every actor, whether God or human, is actually an infinite number of acts
that occur at the same time. Al-Hayyat then works to reduce the counterintuitive-
ness of this theory, first by explaining that Mu‘ammar was in fact responding to
another early theologian, Abt Ishaq an-Nazzam (d. ca. 840), who held that when
God acts he does so in a single state but on an infinite number of bodies. Now, it
may seem that Mu‘ammar was claiming that if each action has infinite objects
then it must in fact be an infinite number of actions. But this is not the case, and
here al-Hayyat makes an important statement about ma‘na: “You should know
that this school of thought that I am describing from the statements of Mu‘ammar
is in fact a statement about ma‘ani.” Al-Hayyat explains that Mu‘ammar claimed
that when there are two motionless bodies next to each other, and then one of
them moves and the other doesn't, then there must have been a ma‘na subsist-
ing in the one that moved, on account of which it moved, and no such ma‘na
in the other. Otherwise, it could not have moved before the other one.® So for
Mu‘ammar, on al-Hayyat’s reading, ma ‘na is something that a body has on account
of which it moves. But where does that ma‘na come from? Al-Hayyat tells us that
Mu‘ammar’s answer was that there was another ma‘na that caused the first ma‘na
to be there, and so on.”° Perhaps a decade or so later, Aba Qasim al-Ka ‘b1 (d. 931)
wrote that Mu‘ammar was the only person to have such a theory, and paraphrased
it thus: every instance of motion is only at variance from a state of rest because of
a ma'na separate from that motion, and vice versa. Each of those ma‘ani is then
only at variance from the other because of another ma‘nd, and so on to infinity.”
Mu‘ammar’s claim also appears in the Magalat al-Islamiyin of al-A$"ari, a foun-
dational text of Arabic theology. Al-A§‘arTs description of Mu‘ammar’s position
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(for we are always dependent on the reports of others when it comes to Mu‘ammar,
none of whose work has been preserved)’ reads: “Some say that the body, if at rest,
is only at rest because of a ma‘na that is movement. Without that ma‘na of move-
ment the body would not, back in the time when it was the first to move, have been
the first to move””* According to al-A§‘arl, Mu‘ammar even explained the state of
rest as being the result of a prior ma‘na-driven movement. This is a theory in which
it is assumed that things have ma'ani that make them do things, or give them color,
or make them alive, and so on. Each ma‘na is then dependent on a further ma‘na,
and that ma‘na on a further ma‘nd, in an infinite chain of dependence. At every
stage, the ma‘na of movement is the only thing that makes the previous ma‘na of
movement move. These ma'ani depend on each other, but “they do not have a sum
total, and they cannot be gathered together. They all occur in the same instant”7
According to this theory, there is no other explanation for why some things are
black and others white, some things moving and others not, some things alive and
others not. The ma‘ani are “actions of the place in which they inhere”” This is a
conceptual vocabulary for a physics that has no correlate in English. Mu‘ammar’s
theory, according to al-As"arj, is that if something is white, black, moving, or alive,
then something must make it white, black, moving, or alive. The ma‘ani that do this
then need to be made what they are by other ma‘ani, and so on to infinite regress.
What are these ma‘ani, and where are they? As Aba Hilal noted, this is a theo-
logical usage of the word that is connected with what he believed was its core
meaning: prelinguistic cognition or mental content. The clue that we get in the
theological texts themselves is that ma‘na was a broad category, from which one
could distinguish more technical categories such as the accidental quality or attri-
bute (‘arad). As al-A$"ari says, theologians “disagreed about why the ma‘ani that
inhered in bodies were called ‘accidents’””® Furthermore, on the page directly pre-
ceding his discussion of that disagreement about why a ma'na might be called an
accident, al-A§"ari used the very same word to talk about language, reference, and
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meaning: “Al-Iskafi was one of those who said that the ma‘na of the statement
with regard to the created thing was that it . . ”77 These are the two usages that Aba
Hilal identified, working together unmarked and unremarked upon. Ma‘na was
both prelinguistic cognition and cognition of physical forces, what Hans Daiber
calls “ein Relationsbegriff von ontischer Qualitat””*

In his section on theological disagreements about movement and rest, al-A§"ari
cited the opinion of al-Gubba 1 that movement and rest are ways of being in a place,
and that: “the ma‘na of movement is the ma‘na of passing away; every movement is
a passing away. But the ma'na of movement is not the ma‘na of changing position;
the nonexistent movement is called passing away before it comes to be. It is not
called changing position.””> Al-Gubba’i was making a distinction between three
related technical concepts: “movement;” “passing away,” and “changing position”
In physics today we may call these “forces” or “interactions” Whatever the transla-
tion, we are talking about principles that govern the physical world. Al-Gubba'i
was using a vocabulary based around ma‘nd, and from our perspective today, it
looks as if he is saying two things at the same time: that the Arabic word for move-
ment did not mean the same thing as the word for passing away or the word for
changing position, but also that the quality or force of “movement,” when present
in an object in extramental reality, was not the same quality or force as “passing
away” or “changing position.” This was both lexicography and theological physics.
In English, we tend to use different phrases for each of these. We may therefore
say either that “
that: “normal force is not the same thing as applied force” When Arabic theorists,
whether lexicographers like Aba Hilal or theologians like ‘Abd al-Gabbar, wanted
to make the same distinction they did so using different conceptual vocabulary
with an equivalent degree of clarity. Aba Hilal described the difference between
“does not mean” and “is not” as being a difference between a process of intent
on the one hand, and a target of intention on the other. He said that the phrase
“ma‘naof .. ” was used for both statements, in the former case with accuracy and
in the latter case by a process of semantic extension. ‘Abd al-Gabbar agreed, and
his name for the process of semantic extension was magaz. In English, we use quo-
tation marks and the phrases “means” and “is” to make the distinction. In Arabic,
theorists used a core conceptual vocabulary based around language and reference
to do the same job. For al-Gubba'i, of course, the distinction did not matter. He

normal force’ does not mean the same thing as ‘applied force, or
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was talking about both the meaning of the word “movement” and the extramental
reality of the physical interaction of objects that was movement.

Another way we can think about the usage of ma‘na in theology is to notice that
it was often used to talk about things one could think about but not see. If something
was a body (and therefore both extramental and able to be seen), then it would not
be ma‘na. So for the early and influential Shia theologian Hi$am b. al-Hakam (d. ca.
803), human qualities were ma‘ani. They could not be things or bodies, so they had to
be ma'ani, what we can think about and talk about but not see. (In Hisam’s theology,
“things” were what al-A$"ari tended to call “bodies”’)* Along the same lines, al-A$ari
also reports that Ga'far b. al-Mubagir (d. 849) said that the soul was not a body, nor
in a body, but rather a ma‘na between the atom and the body.** David Bennett has
raised the further question of whether the word ma‘na was used for not doing some-
thing or for the absence of movement: al-Asari records disagreements about whether
not acting was a ma‘na separate from the person (not) doing it,** and that His$am and
others considered movement to be a ma‘nd whereas being at rest was not.*

The potential limit on this use of ma‘na for the cogitated unseen was, as we saw
above with Aba Hilal and ‘Abd al-Gabbar, whether it could be used for God. Aba
al-Hasan al-‘Amiri (d. 992) was prepared to connect a Neoplatonic rational soul
to what he called “the divine ma‘na,” but theologians avoided such locutions.** In
another report in Magqalat al-Islamiyin, Ibn Kullab (d. ca. 855) had said that while
God was unlike any other he could not be said to be a ma‘na.* This seems to make
sense; one could describe the soul as a ma‘nd, or attributes and qualities as ma"ani,
or explain physical forces and their absence with ma‘ani, because all these were
in effect mental content; they were human cognitions that could be subsequently
communicated in language. Even al-‘Amiri’s divine ma na can be fitted into this
account, for when he talks elsewhere of ma‘ani ilahiyah, in the plural, he is dealing
with the divine matters that pious human beings pursue and seek to apprehend.
Everett Rowson’s translation of this process is “determining divine concepts.”*
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Calling God a ma‘na, however, was not permissible for ‘Abd al-Gabbar: “God
cannot be described as a ma‘na, because ma‘na is the intent of the heart to speak
about what it wants. This is why we say, “The ma‘na of this speech is such and such,
and ‘My ma‘na in this discourse is this and that, and why someone may ask their
companion, ‘What is your ma‘na in that speech?””” ‘Abd al-Gabbar was citing
examples from ordinary language to show that ma‘na is prelinguistic intent. He then
went on to note, just as Aba Hilal had, the usage made famous by Mu‘ammar: “The
theologians have acquainted each other with the use of this vocal form for causes, so
they say that ‘the moving thing moves because of a ma‘nd.” They use that statement
in place of the statement ‘It is moving because of a cause.”®* ‘ Abd al-Gabbar did not
distinguish at all between the ma‘ani that were prelinguistic mental contents and
the ma‘ani that Mu‘ammar believed were an infinite series of causes: if we allow
Mu‘ammar’s infinite causal ma‘ani, then “this will lead to an inability to put faith in
accurate accounts of names”® The ma'na that Mu‘ammar used to explain causality
and physical forces was the same ma'na that lay behind names in language.

Ma'na was a word that was available for Mu‘ammar to pick up and use. He used it
in a way consistent with his peers. What theories may have influenced him, and how
he may have been inspired by reading the work of others, are questions of translation.
We can speculate as to what foreign concepts may have influenced Mu‘ammar as
he thought about causality. Harry Austryn Wolfson suggested that Mu‘ammar was
translating the Aristotelian term phusis and that his theory of ma‘ani “represents his
theory of nature [phusis] as the cause of motion and rest”* This is quite possible,
for the phusis Aristotle discussed at the beginning of Book Two of his Physics was
described there as existing, and just like ma‘na it was also only conceptually sepa-
rable from the thing in question.” But Aristotle’s conceptual vocabulary was not the
same as Mu‘ammar’s, and we cannot easily map phusis onto ma‘na. For example, the
distinction Aristotle draws between natural materials (where phusis is found) and
man-made objects (where phusis is not found) is central to his theory,” but to the
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best of my knowledge it is extraneous to Mu‘ammar’s. There is also the evidence from
the contemporaneous translation movement: when Ishaq came to translate Aristotle’s
Physics, he did not use ma‘na for either Aristotle’s phusis (“nature”) or his archén
kinéseos (“starting principle of motion”), but rather fabi‘ah (“nature,” a word indeed
later used for causation and as such summarily dismissed by Ibn Farak) and mabda’
li-I-harakah (“starting point of motion”), respectively.®* Wolfson’s other suggestion,
that Mu‘ammar’s ma‘na comes from the reports of Christian theologians describing
the Trinity as an eternal ma‘na, is equally possible.” It is not impossible that theolo-
gians were responding to Christian uses of ma‘na to describe the divine, but we are
engaging in guesswork here at the remove of more than a millennium. Many scholars
have been down this path and suggested a range of origins that includes, inter alia,
Classical Indian philosophy. (The scholarship has been reviewed by Daiber.)*

I think, however, that Mu‘ammar’s ma‘ani theory, a staple of ninth-century
theology/philosophy/physics, makes sense within the bounds set by the literary
critic and lexicographer Aba Hilal. In the seventh through tenth centuries, the
conceptual vocabulary of ma‘nd, lafz, and haqiqah was everywhere. It was not
omnipresent: the confluence of language, mind, and reality was sometimes con-
fronted with other words, as we will see below with the discussion of name, nam-
ing, and named, and as Fritz Zimmermann has documented in the work of Aba
Nasr al-Farabi (d. 950).” But this chapter has demonstrated that ma‘na, lafz, and
hagqiqah were stable and available words from the eighth century onward. When
scholars thought about the principles, natures, and qualities of things around them
they did so, inescapably, with the stuft of cognition: mental content that they could
later put into words. They usually called this mental content ma‘na. This is why I
juxtapose theology, logic, and poetics in this book: because I am convinced that
the language game being played by scholars in each of these disciplines, on each
of these fields, was the same. It is as if, on one of those vast expanses of adjacent
sports pitches that one finds in parts of the United Kingdom, multiple games were
being played next to one another, each with different players and their own ball but
all returning to the same changing rooms and all identifying themselves as doing
the same thing: playing amateur football.
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	Atoms, Bodies, and Accidents with Ibn Fūrak  

	The World Connected to God 
	God’s maʿānī 
	Acquisition (kasb) 
	God’s Speech 
	God’s Names 
	Speech in the Soul (kalām nafsī) 

	Human Accuracy  
	Objective Truth 
	Accurate Language about the World 
	Accurate Accounts of Literature and Physics 

	Knowledge Is Everything 
	Everything Is Knowledge 

	6 Logic
	Ibn Sīnā between Greece and the West 
	Greece in the Arabic Eleventh Century 
	The Arabic Eleventh Century and the West 
	Translation in Three Directions (Greek, Latin, and Persian) 

	Mental Contents in Ibn Sīnā’s Conceptual Vocabulary 
	Mathematical Origins 
	Three Existences (triplex status naturae) 
	Marks on the Soul (al-āṯār allatī fī an-nafs) 
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