The Lexicon

When God spoke to the human race, his words indicated mental contents. Humans
then tried, with the help of theologians and exegetes, to understand exactly what
those mental contents were. When poets spoke to the human race, they did so
with images and metaphors that made mental contents interact with each other,
creating chain reactions of human cognition. Between God and the poets, these
same reactions and connections between mental contents were the subject matter
of logic, where they were manipulated by the Aristotelian syllogism. All the while,
in a process that underpinned the language of God, the poets, and the logicians,
the lexicographers wrote and curated dictionaries that mapped the connections
between vocal forms (alfdz) and mental contents (ma‘ani).

In this chapter, we will engage the lexical work and theory of ar-Ragib and
some of his contemporaries. Ar-Ragib primarily worked in the linguistic dis-
ciplines of hermeneutics, lexicography, and poetics. In all of these places, the
relationships of vocal forms to mental content were his primary concern. In the
lexicon, which as we will see was much more than just a dictionary, there was
nothing but the interaction between vocal form and mental content. The lexicon
recorded and managed the connections between the two. Reading the lexicon
also puts us in a position to understand two specific ways that vocal form and
mental content connected with each other: pragmatics and nonliteral language.
It is only by spending time with the lexicon, and the lexicographers who curated
it, that we can understand what was at stake in discussing the intentions behind
speech acts, and how those speech acts were understood to either follow some
lexical precedent and be accurate (hagiqah) or deviate from precedent and go
beyond the lexicon (magaz).
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88 THE LEXICON

The problem with hermeneutics is that it is always looking for a foundation.
When one thinks about what things mean, where does one go to check one’s con-
clusions? How can one prove, in an argument, that this interpretation is correct
and that one is wrong? The answer in eleventh-century Arabic is the lexicon. It
consisted of vocal forms that were connected to mental contents. Meaning was
therefore always verifiable; one had only to return to the lexicon to establish what
each vocal form indicated. The lexicon would always provide an account of an
original connection between vocal form and mental content, a connection that
was then the foundation for any subsequent hermeneutical work.

Then lexicon provides us with an account of its own constituent parts: vocal
form and mental content. Ar-Ragib defined lafz thus: “The ‘vocal forny’ in speech
is figuratively derived from the act of ejecting something from one’s mouth or flour
being discharged from a millstone He defined ma‘na thus: “The ‘mental content’
is what speech intends to communicate and that with which it is concerned.”> As
for speech (al-kalam), it was this pairing working in tandem: “The word ‘speech’
covers both the vocal forms when syntactically organized and the mental contents
that lie beneath them”™ Here we have the three components that make up the
lexicon and that constitute the entirety of human speech: vocal forms, mental con-
tents, and connections made between them. (Aba Sulayman Hamd al-Hattabi, a
contemporary of ar-Ragib’s, d. ca. 996, put the same trio into rhymed prose: lafzun
hamilun wa-ma'na bi-hi qa’ imun wa-ribatun lahuma nazimun.)* In the defini-
tions ar-Ragib provides for lafz and ma‘na we see two fundamental kinds of lexical
statements. The first connects a vocal form to a mental content with a single state-
ment: “mental content is what . . ” The second explains how a vocal form has come
to mean something through a process of lexical development, in this case borrow-
ing a vocal form originally connected to the acts of ejecting spittle from a mouth
or flour from a millstone, and creation of a new use for that same vocal form to
mean the ejecting of speech from the lips. Ar-Ragib was prepared to argue for
lexical connections from use and to give his own figurative explanations for those
connections. He personified mental content and wrote that it was “the divulging
of what the vocal form had encompassed.”> He reported a popular etymology of
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another word for speech (nutq) that related it to a belt or girdle (nitdq) because
“a vocal form is like a belt that surrounds and encompasses the mental content.”®
The role of the lexicographer is to regulate the connections between vocal form
and mental content, provide their genealogies, manage their changing uses, and
explain them to readers.

Arabic lexicography understood any connection between mental content and
vocal form, between cognition and the physical existence of voice or writing, as
a moment of “placing” (wad"). This is the act of name giving or reference setting
that is sometimes called “imposition” in Anglophone philosophy of language or
was called “baptism” in European scholasticism: “Baptism, stripped of its religious
connotations and understood as a pure naming ceremony, provides an excellent
metaphor for the process by which, in the causal theory of reference, words are
attached to things or sorts of things” (John Marenbon on the twelfth-century
European philosopher Abelard.)” In Arabic, the source of the metaphor was more
prosaic: the vocal forms had simply been “placed” or “put down” in the lexicon.
I translate wad" as “lexical placing,” another uneasy neologism coined to reflect
its epistemological independence from English. In the texts under consideration,
therefore, vocal forms are lexically placed to communicate mental contents.
Everyone writing about language in Arabic agreed that this was the operative pro-
cess. There were disagreements, as we will see, about the exact history of this lexi-
cal placement and the degree of divine involvement, but all agreed that this was the
structure within which language was created and existed.

The Arabic word for “lexicon” was al-lugah, often translated as “language” (and
usually in modern Arabic used to mean just that). For eleventh-century Arabic
a translation of al-lugah as “language” doesn't quite work. “Language” in English
has to include the use human beings make of it. But the Arabic lexicon is the
part of language that does not move during a conversation: humans refer to it for
explanation and are limited by it when it comes to choice of expression; it is where
one goes to determine meaning. When a scholar like ar-Ragib or Ibn Farak says
al-lugah, they mean this lexicon, they do not mean language. The centrality of this
lexicon to eleventh-century Arabic theory cannot be overstated. It was founda-
tional for grammar, legal theory, poetics, and all human and divine communica-
tion. Not everybody wanted to be restricted by it, and many of its curators were
busy adapting it to circumstance, but everyone had to engage with it.

Where was this lexicon? It seems scarcely credible that it could be an actual
book, but by the eleventh century that is exactly what scholars like ar-Ragib and
Ibn Farak thought the lexicon was. Their predecessors in Arabic scholarship had
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been producing Arabic-to-Arabic dictionaries since the eighth century and would
continue to do so for another millennium at least. (See Ramzi Baalbaki and Tamas
Ivanyi.)® These dictionaries were published books, available on the open market
and written on the widely available medium of paper since the ninth century.
They were all multivolume and comprehensive surveys of the entire language,
and they were accompanied in the market by the separate genre of popular word
lists on specific subjects like plants or particular animals (for an example, Larsen).®
In an intellectual culture where memorization was praised as a scholarly faculty,
this meant that authority was inevitably vested in the lexicographers who read
the dictionaries to which they had access and then wrote their own, improved,
extended versions. Ar-Ragib was one such lexicographer, and although he did not
claim that his dictionary was comprehensive beyond the vocabulary of the Quran,
he could not resist including many words not found in revelation (like ma‘na, for
example). In eleventh-century Arabic theory, hermeneutics had a physical foun-
dation in the books on scholars’ shelves.

PRINCIPLES (4L-USUL)

Scholars in the eleventh century could look to the books on their shelves to find out
what words meant, and therefore to understand what people and God intended.
But their activity was more than just passive recourse; it was an active drive to
produce more of the lexical reference that they were using, and thereby improve
the stock of lexicography. (This is the sort of pun of which the lexicographers are
fond: eleventh-century Arabic dictionary-writing both increased the number of
available dictionaries in stock and raised the status, the stock, of the dictionary-
writing endeavor.) It is important to remember how active this lexical drive to
create meaning was, because the lexicon can appear static, and the rhetoric around
its historical status stressed the conservative approach that lexicographers took
to its modification. But when Arabic scholars were looking for meaning, they
were creating meaning. There is no way to look at ar-Ragib’s Quranic glossary,
or the dictionary of his contemporary Ibn Faris (whom we met defining ma‘na
in chapter 2.) other than as attempts to create meaning for the intellectual com-
munity. The primary way to do this was through statements about the origins
of words and their morphological construction. The Arabic word here was asl,
a root or root principle. Let us take the example of the word “lexicon” itself in
Ibn Faris’s dictionary. We look it up under its morphological components, and we
learn that the three core components (Arabic words are composed of ordered sets
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of consonants; see Petr Zemanek)* of the word lugah are [-g-w and they have “two
sound principles, the first of which indicates a thing that should not be counted,
and the second indicates being addicted to a thing™

Ibn Faris goes on to explain, using the Quran and poetry (two of the para-
digmatic lexical sources, the other being lexicographical fieldwork with nomadic
native speakers), that the first of the two principles for I-g-w is “should not be
counted” and that it plays out in usage as a failure to count members of a group of
camels, or God not counting certain people as believers, or the error in perception
when one sees someone approaching and initially gets their name wrong. The sec-
ond principle, “being addicted to,” is the source of the word al-lugah, and Ibn Faris
suggests an etymological process of derivation by which those who possess the
Arabic lexicon are addicted to it, and it is thereby called “a quantity to which one
is addicted* A tone of conservative consistency must, by definition, run through
all dictionaries, and Ibn Faris’s is no exception. But these principles were being
built at the same time as they were being recorded in the eleventh century, and if
we look to Ibn Faris’s contemporary the great grammarian and language theorist
Ibn Ginni, we read a very different lexical account of the same word for “lexi-
con” Ibn Ginnfs definition of the lexicon is: “The sounds with which all peoples
express their aims . . . morphologically derived from the verb laga, which means
‘to speak’” Ibn Ginni disagrees entirely with Ibn Faris about the meaning of the
verb from which they are agreed the word is morphologically derived. The sub-
stantial gap between “talking” and “addiction” should give the lie to any claim that
eleventh-century lexicography was derivative rather than creative. At the same
time, the tantalizing prospect of a semantic connection between “talking” and
“addiction” should reinforce our understanding of Arabic lexicography as creative
art. (It is worth noting in an aside that this art would reach fruition in 1855 when
Ahmad Faris a3-Sidyaq published his novel dictionary Kitab as-Saq ‘ala as-Saq fi
ma huwa al-Fariydq, a book that joked about, criticized, praised, recaptured, and
rewrote anew the Arabic lexicon.)*

A second answer to the question, “Where is the lexicon?” is that it is, of
course, with God. He created the original lexicon (as! al-lugah), just as he created
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everything else. The Quran told ar-Ragib, Ibn Farak, Ibn Faris, Ibn Ginni, and
their predecessors and contemporaries that God taught all the names to Adam
(Quran 2:31, al-Baqarah). There was an extended conversation among both lexi-
cographers and theologians as to what form this teaching took. Did God teach
the names (nouns) but not the verbs? Did he teach Adam certain names while
language as such had actually been developed through convention, by humanity
on its own? Did he teach Adam the ma‘ani, as we saw al-Gahiz argue in chap-
ter 22 I have edited and translated ar-Ragib’s position on this debate elsewhere®
and will report only the conclusion to his discussion here: “God taught Adam
all the names by teaching him the rules and principles to cover individual spe-
cifics and implementations. It is after all known that teaching the universals is
a greater wonder and something closer to the divine than simply teaching a boy
one letter after another™® Ar-Ragib was at a critical epistemological moment here.
With the existence of multiple human languages being an empirical fact, and with
both the truth of the Quranic revelation and the monotheistic purity of the creator
being articles of faith, ar-Ragib had to provide an answer to the same question that
vexed Plato in the Cratylus: Where does language come from? And at this criti-
cal moment ar-Ragib made a rhetorical appeal to an epistemology of principles
not instances, universals not particulars, and rules from which one could reason
rather than examples that one had to repeat. This power of this appeal rested on an
assumption that his readers were familiar with the vocabulary of both philhellenic
logic and legal theory. Even though he was a lexicographer, ar-Ragib thought that
the principles behind a dictionary were more amazing than its entries.

Principles were simply more important. They underpinned all eleventh-
century thought. (For the history of this methodological approach, see Endress.)”
“Real accurate knowledge is knowledge of the principles that encompass applica-
tions and of the universal mental contents that comprise particulars. Examples of
these mental contents include knowledge of the substance of the human being or
of the horse” We are back to mental contents as the stuff of cognition here, and this
mental content is what universal concepts are made of; ma‘na is the cognition of
what we cannot see or touch (“horseness,” for example). In the mind there are also
“rules by which accurate accounts of things are known,” which function as principles
of multiplication in mathematics, dimension and quantity in geometry, and as prin-
ciples of law, theology, and grammar. “Knowledge of particulars without knowledge

15. Key (2012, 123f).
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of their principles is not knowledge It therefore had to be the case that God taught
Adam the principles of language, rather than going through every individual word
one-by-one. This reinforces my observation that the lexicon was a human creation,
and specifically a creation for which the lexicographers understood themselves as
responsible. What, exactly, were they building? They were building knowledge of
the world that was accessed through language: “One knows a name only when one
knows the thing named, and when one attains this knowledge in one’s conscious-
ness. The information there can be substance, accident, quantity, quality, relation,
and other accidents, according to all of which the name of the thing can differ. A
human being has to know these mental contents both cumulatively and separately
in order to know names”™ This is ar-Ragibs answer to the question of what lan-
guage is and how it works: lexicon and cognition take center stage.

When the lexicon and cognition take center stage, lexicographers find them-
selves right at the heart of the relationship between God and humanity. Let us take
an example from Ibn Farak. At the start of the twentieth chapter of his book, on
the subject of “capability;” Ibn Farak wrote that humans can be described with lexi-
cal accuracy as having capability (albeit according to the doctrine of acquisition,
on which see further below.) He then said that God’s “ability” cannot be called
“capability;” because there is no precedent for this description in divine revelation.
However, he continued, if one looks at the question from the perspective of mental
content, then ability is the same mental content as capability, “and the lexicogra-
phers do not distinguish between these two mental contents, just as they do not
distinguish between ability and potentiality, or between knowledge and cognition,
or between movement and transfer”>® Unlike Aba Hilal, Ibn Farak believed that
multiple vocal forms in language can refer to the same mental content. What is
interesting about this discussion is that two opposing hermeneutical dynamics are
in play at the same time.
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On the one hand, there is the claim that evidence of God’s word choice,
found in language that comes from God, is the way to decide what God meant.
We cannot guess what God meant, and so we have to follow his precedent as
found in the lexicon he provided. However, there is another reading in play
here, which Ibn Furak calls “the mental-content route” If we go down the men-
tal-content route, then we say that when we find “ability” in revelation, it has
the same mental content as “capability;” and we therefore do not have to follow
divine precedent. What mental content does here is enable Ibn Furak to posit a
hermeneutical space for which there is no divine evidence and in which he can
exercise his own judgment as to what God’s words mean. The lexicographers are
equally important in both these dynamics; whether lexical accuracy relies on
divine precedent or human reasoning, the lexicon is still the place that connects
specific vocal forms to mental contents, thereby enabling us to understand what
God meant.

Ar-Ragib shared Ibn Farak’s respect for divine precedent, stating on more
than one occasion that it was the only proper way to determine the correct
words to describe God,” but he did not collapse multiple vocal forms into the
same mental content with the frequency of Ibn Farak. He was therefore closer to
Abu Hilal, whose project was intended to demonstrate the complete absence of
synonymy in Arabic and included analyses of how those vocal forms adduced by
Ibn Furak (ability and potentiality, knowledge and cognition) did in fact refer to
different mental contents in each case.> On the pairing of ability and potential-
ity, ar-Ragib was particularly scathing, reporting how a senior scholar refused
to even say the word “potentiality” while exclaiming: “This expression is used
by philosophers so instead I say ‘ability’!” Ar-Ragib was unimpressed with this
attitude to the lexicon: “It was as if he didn't know the difference between the
two words in common usage, never mind among specialists!”> Clearly, the lexi-
cographers do not in any sense represent a single authoritative source. Ibn Farak
used them to argue that multiple vocal forms had the same mental content, and
ar-Ragib and Abu Hilal used them to argue that multiple vocal forms had differ-
ent mental contents. The lexicon was equally important in each case. In effect,
“the lexicographers” was shorthand for a prolonged and iterative lexical argu-
ment about meaning, in which eleventh-century scholars could pick and choose
as they saw fit.
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INTENT

A theory of language that only has two components, vocal form and mental con-
tent, must account for the connections between them. Ar-Ragib, his contempo-
raries, and his predecessors did this with intent. The idea that the intent of a speech
act governed its meaning gained traction in European and Anglophone scholar-
ship only in the twentieth century with the work of Paul Grice and J.L. Austin
(and of course Wittgenstein). This gave subsequent theorists a set of new resources
that they called “pragmatics” Kepa Korta and John Perry open their Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy entry on pragmatics with a quote from Voltaire: “When
a diplomat says yes, he means perhaps; when he says perhaps, he means no.)** In
the Arabic eleventh century, this was a well-established methodology. As we just
saw with ar-Ragib, one could intend either Zayd the person or Zayd the name while
using the unchanged vocal form “Zayd” The connection between mental content
and vocal forms was made by speakers’ intent: people wanted to say things. The
theorizing of intent primarily took place in the discipline of legal theory, where
in order to decide what speakers meant, the scholars had to account systemati-
cally for the intentions behind speech acts. This held for both God, whose com-
mands in the Quran needed to be understood so that they could be followed, and
for human beings themselves, whose contractual undertakings with each other
needed to be codified so that they could be legislated. The secondary scholarship
on legal theory is substantially more developed than in any other field of Classical
Arabic language theory. Notable works are Mohammed M. Yunis Ali’s synchronic
analysis in Medieval Islamic Pragmatics, Robert Gleave’s work on literalism, Joseph
Lowry’s study of the foundational monograph by the ninth-century a3-Safi‘,
Behnam Sadeghi’s investigation of the frameworks in which laws were made, and
David Vishanoft’s diachronic survey of the jurisprudential responses to the ques-
tion of what God meant.?® This is how al-Guwayni (Imam al-Haramyn, d. 108s: fl.
in Nishapur and the teacher of al-Gazali) explained the relationship between law
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and language: “Most of the work in legal theory deals with vocal forms and mental
contents. Mental contents are dealt with as part of legal analogy. A concern with
vocal forms is indispensable, for the divine revelation is in Arabic. . .. Legal theo-
rists have a particular focus on those aspects of language that are not dealt with by
lexicographers and grammarians. Legal theorists focus on bringing out the divine
law, and they work on commands, prohibitions, statements of general versus par-
ticular applicability, and questions of exceptions from rules”>

The lexicon provided a framework for the divination of intent. How could one
know what language users meant when they used a vocal form if not by reference to
precedent and a history of usage in the speech community that was recorded by the
lexicographers? The same is of course true of the quotation from Voltaire: only a his-
tory of usage can allow us to make sense of the idea that a diplomat might say “yes”
and mean “perhaps” And yet that lexical precedent would almost never provide a
single unimpeachable answer. In Arabic, there was always room to posit another
meaning, perhaps a rarer meaning, which, as long as some lexical evidence was pre-
sented, could be made to stand up in argument with one’s peers. The reason for this
flexibility was the assumption that intent was how language functioned. The intent of
a speaker was always an integral part of the model of signification, its third term or
copula. For ar-Ragib, the definition of mental content itself was intent: “Mental con-
tent is what speech intends to communicate and that with which it is concerned . . .
contained as intent beneath the vocal form”* With a vocal form, a speaker intended
a mental content, while the lexicon both restricted and registered their choice.

NAME, NAMED, AND NAMING (ISM, MUSAMMA,
TASMIYAH)

There was a fraught exegetical and theological debate about the status of name,
named, and naming that had started in the eighth century.® Ibn Farak reports that
a group of theologians with whom al-Ag$‘ari had disagreed held that “the name is
the thing named”* It was a statement that seems either counterintuitive or wildly
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simplistic. It was an example of how problematic it was to do either hermeneutics or
language theory without a stable conceptual vocabulary for reference and significa-
tion. Such a conceptual vocabulary was, of course, always available in the combina-
tion of vocal form and mental content. But in this particular debate, we are at a point
in the early history of the archive when that structural assumption, which I have been
arguing was everywhere, was not yet omnipresent. We are dealing with a theological
debate that in the eleventh century must have seemed conceptually anachronistic.
This is the context for Ibn Furak’s reference, in a book full of careful delineations
of reference and meaning, to an apparently simplistic theory in which “the name is
the thing named.” Let us now go back and reconstruct the debate with interpretative
charity and brevity. (It has been dealt with in detail in the secondary literature.)*

The issue at hand is the relationship between linguistic acts of description of
God, God’s own revealed descriptions of himself and their ontological status, and
the nature of God’s divine self. In one of the earliest extant exegeses of the Quran,
Abu ‘Ubaydah (d. ca. 825) wrote that “in ‘the name of God’ is actually just ‘in God’
because the name of the thing is the thing in reality” Abii “Ubaydah then referred
to a poet from the time of the Quranic revelation (Labid, d. 661) who used the ref-
erential function of language as an image: “The name of peace is upon them?* Abu
‘Ubaydah’s point was that Arabic speakers’ primary and natural use of language was
to refer to things, not to refer to words. When the poet said, “The name of peace is
upon them,” he did not mean that some linguistic act was floating above the people
in question; he meant that they were actually in reality at peace. If a ninth-century
exegete needed to make this apparently obvious point about how language works,
we can infer that questions were being asked along the lines of, “What is the status
of the ‘name’ in the Quranic phrase ‘in the name of God’ [the basmalah]? Is it sepa-
rate from God himself? Is this something like the Christian Trinity?”

One initial theological response was to stress that language was completely
separate from existence and that the fact that God has names means not that
names exist alongside him but rather that human beings use names to describe
his eternal divinity. This was the position of the Mu‘tazilah, that the human use
of a name (tasmiyah) can be distinguished from the thing named, that this use
is the name, and that there is no other thing involved.» We read ‘Abd al-Gabbar
in the eleventh century affecting shock at the naivety of the earlier statements
and suggesting that the claim “the name is the thing named” stemmed from a
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desire to avoid the existence of a created Quran on earth, which containing God’s
name as it did would imply that God himself was created. “This is obviously false,
because God is not literally in the Quran!” exclaimed ‘Abd al-Gabbar; what is in
the Quran is our linguistic statement of his name.** The problem with reading
this debate is that neither side, fighting as they are polemical battles over right
belief, is prepared to give the other side its due. All we can do is read the vio-
lent shifts in perspective between lines of analysis assuming the statement “God
has a name” refers to two separate physical things and lines of analysis assum-
ing “God has a name” to be tautology because the word “God” is itself a name.
Shifting back away from ‘Abd al-Gabbar to the original worry about the onto-
logical status of names, we can read Abu Sa‘id ad-Darimi (d. 894) writing with
an apparently equal degree of shock and incomprehension that the problem with
the Mu ‘tazili position was that it implied God was a nameless person, unknown,
with no idea who he was, until he created humans, they started talking about him
in their language, and then they lent him a human name.* Outrageous! In the
late tenth century, al-Baqillani agreed with ad-Darimi and returned to the line of
poetry that Aba “Ubaydah had cited (noting that “lexicographers are the founda-
tion stone!”) to ask how the name (ism) could be the act of naming (tasmiyah)
when the lexicographers had already said the poet didn’t intend that a speech-
act-of-naming-peace be upon those people, but rather that they just be at peace!*®
I think that the shifts in perspective here in this debate are so extreme because it
is language and its relationship to reality that is at stake. The analysis leaps from
the world to the sounds and marks of linguistic activity without any intermediary,
and this is what made it so unstable a conversation for both the Classical Arabic
scholars taking part in it and for the twentieth-century scholars trying to read it.
The missing intermediary is the mind. If a conceptual vocabulary is available that
can clarify the relationship between things, ideas, and words, then the argument
about how exactly they relate can take place more easily. It is exactly that role that
we see ma‘na playing in other debates. The names-versus-named debate was an
early and rare moment of fundamental confusion, and it throws into sharp relief
the absence of such confusion in games that used the word ma‘na. It is also more
than possible that scholars such as ad-Darimi and al-Baqillani were not so much
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confused as deliberately misinterpreting their theological opponents; not quite
the “this stuff wasn't really meant to make sense” of Frank’s interlocutor but cer-
tainly evidence of a lack of interpretative charity that may also have been present
in the debate’s earlier centuries.”

Indeed, what happened in subsequent generations was that the debate about
the name and the named became a byword for the sort of theological confusion
that scholars sought to avoid. In twelfth-century Baghdad, Ibn al-Gawzi (d. 1200)
was a preacher, intellectual, and director of five madrasas. In his heresiographi-
cal polemic The Deceit of Satan, he attacked theology in the same way as we saw
ar-Ragib do over a century earlier and (while attributing the sentiment to the great
ninth-century jurist Muhammad b. Idris a$-Safi‘i, d. 820) wrote that “if you hear
someone saying that the name is the named, or is not the named, then bear witness
that he is a theologian and has no religion”*® An alternative voice from the twelfth
century, the even more famous al-Gazali, did not share Ibn al-Gawzi’s rejection of
theology and therefore had to take the opposite approach to the complex of prob-
lems around the name and the named. Al-Gazali’s monograph, probably written
around the year 1100, is an explanation of the mental contents of God’s names.*
The first chapter starts with the mental content of the name, the named, and the
naming. The way to uncover the accurate accounts of this matter, wrote al-Gazali,
is to distinguish the mental content of each vocal form and to recognize that things
exist in three ways: as physical entities in the world, as language on the tongue,
and as knowledge in the mind. He also wrote that one needed to deal with the
mental content of the copula itself (what was meant by “is” in “the name is the
named).* This is exactly the epistemological menu required to make sense of the
matter at hand, and it was these ingredients that were absent in the earlier theo-
logical debates. Al-Gazalts intellectual debts to ar-Ragib, and to Ibn Sina, have
been established elsewhere,* and it should suffice to note here that the recognition
of the importance of the copula comes from the Aristotelian tradition via Ibn Sina,
and the foregrounding of mental content as an epistemological tool for both divine
reality and human language comes from the eleventh-century language theory

37. See chapter 3 note 42.
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exemplified by Ibn Farak and ar-Ragib. I do not wish to argue that the conceptual
vocabulary of mental content caused al-Gazali to make better analytical assess-
ments of questions like the name and the named, but rather that ma‘na, mental
content, was part of a conceptual vocabulary that enabled him to do so. The degree
to which it enabled scholars to theorize can be seen from the pained arguments
that took place in its absence.

Ar-Ragib decided to take part in that conversation at the traditional trigger
point of the first verse of the Quran and the basmalah invocation (“In the name
of God, the merciful, the beneficent”) that both was used before ritual recitation
and is found in the Quranic text itself. Ibn Farak, on the other hand, decided to
address the conversation as a foundation for his complete analysis of the divine
attributes, and he split the difference between the two arguing sides reviewed
above.” He disagreed with the statement that the name was the named, and he
also disagreed with the statement that the name was just the use of the name. Ibn
Farak wanted to preserve the separation of God from his divine attributes while
at the same time maintaining a sphere in which those same attributes could exist
unconnected to human language. The problem with the Mu‘tazili position was
that (as ad-Darimi had shown) it implied God was dependent on humanity; if
human language was all that mattered (and the Mu tazilah tended to assume lan-
guage was a human convention),® then God’s divine knowledge or ability became
dependent on human beings’ ability to name him as knowing or able. Ibn Farak’s
formulation was that “every use of the name is a name, but every name is not a use
of the name”* This meant that God had divine attributes that could be named by
humans but that these attributes also existed without reference to humans.

Ar-Ragib dealt with the basmalah at the start of the Quran and quoted Aba
‘Ubaydah and the line of poetry from Labid approvingly. He equated the use of the
name with the name itself, saying that “name” in this supplicative formulation was
in effect functioning as a masdar (quasi-verbal event noun) and so “the name” and
“the use of the name” were the same (not an inevitable lexical statement; cf. Abu
Hilal).» With regard to the theological argument about God’s divine attributes,
ar-Ragib split the difference using a technique different from Ibn Farak’s. He wrote
that the two opposing sides were both right “from different perspectives” It was
simply a matter of intent. One could say, “I saw Zayd” and thereby refer to the
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actual named person Zayd, or one could say, “I called my son “Zayd’” and thereby
refer to the name itself in language. This leads to the existence of homonymous
phrases such as “Zayd is beautiful,” which can refer to either the name or to the
person, depending on intent. Ar-Ragib noted that there are a great many errors
made with such statements.*

ACCURACY AND BEYOND (HAQIQAH AND MAGAZ)

Connections between vocal forms and mental contents were recorded as prec-
edent in the lexicon and that lexicon was then used and managed. Scholars such
as ar-Ragib made sense of the vastness of the lexicon by theorizing the existence
of certain principles that structured it, and they made sense of actual language
use by focusing on the intent behind specific speech acts. But the most important
value applied to the lexicon was accuracy (haqigah), the conception of which was
closely tied to the lexicon itself. It was accompanied by its twin and opposite, the
process of going beyond the lexicon (magaz), which had its own epistemological
and aesthetic value. Hagiqgah was always used to describe a process that was accu-
rate, correct, real, and true. To provide the hagigah of something was to provide
an accurate account of it, and this was a value that not everyone could neces-
sarily access. When God showed Adam to the angels, they were unable to access
the accurate accounts of the names. “We know only what you taught us” say the
angels to God (Quran 2:32), but Adam, God’s newly embodied language-capable
creation, knew the names, their accurate accounts, and the principles with which
to manage them.* He was the first lexicographer. Names in language were the way
that things made their way into the heads of humans and angels alike, and when
the accuracy of the resultant mental contents was at stake, ar-Ragib used the word
hagqiqah. If things that were coming into people’s heads were speech acts or written
words, then hagigah was used for a specific kind of accuracy that relied entirely
on the lexicon.

This reliance took the form of a specific act of lexical placement that made a
connection between a vocal form and a mental content, a connection deemed to
be accurate by the lexicographers, who recorded it in the lexicon. There was con-
sequently always a claim of consensus inherent in the use of haqiqah as a value;
the assumption was that if something was hagigah then everyone would agree
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on it were they to have full access to the facts. This is why the hagiqah connec-
tions in the lexicon were called asl al-lugah; the lexicon comprised only of accu-
rate lexical placements was called “original” (asl) because it was a paradigm and
a starting point. Ibn Farak wrote that there were certain fundamental truths that
were necessarily known by all living things sufficiently endowed with senses and
reason, and that if disagreement were to be permitted in these cases it would lead
to mutual ignorance of the raqa’iq; mutual ignorance in the face of available accu-
rate accounts was a contradiction in terms that proved the impossibility of dis-
agreement about sagiqah.*® Any use of the word hagiqah can therefore be read as
a scholar making a claim for an accurate account of world or lexicon with which
no one would disagree.

Hagqiqah was about truth and accuracy, but at the same time it was about a
certain kind of linguistic truth and accuracy that consisted solely of lexical plac-
ing and precedent. Eleventh-century scholars used both kinds of accuracy to read
texts produced either by God or by the poets and to play with the relationship
between language and truth. The lexicographers noticed the gap between lexical
truth and real truth. Ar-Ragib explained haqiqah as a word used to describe actual
existence, deserved purview, true belief, sincere action, and speech that is neither
lax nor exaggerated.# In all these cases hagiqgah was used for an accurate account
of some truth that exists in the mind or in the world. Ar-Ragib then went on to
identify a language-facing usage of haqiqah that was the specific terminology of
the jurists and theologians,*® one that he himself would later use in his own poet-
ics: vocal forms used according to their original lexical placement.”

Abu Hilal, on the other hand, maintained that agigah was primarily a descrip-
tion of lexically accurate language and then secondarily, by the process of semantic
extension we met above with ma‘na, a description of accuracy with regard to ideas
and things. He also made some very meticulous observations about the poten-
tial use of a language-based account of accuracy to describe nonlinguistic things
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in the mind or in the world. First of all, he identified the truth-neutrality of the
lexicon itself: “Haqiqah is a speech act that is used according to its lexical place in
the original lexicon, regardless of its good or bad qualities, whereas truth [haqq]
is what is used according to its place as judged by wisdom; it can therefore be only
good.” The process of verification (tahgiq, which we briefly encountered above),”
applies to both kinds of truth; accuracy with regard to “something being placed
according to its place in either the lexicon or with regard to wisdom.”>* The foun-
dation for ethics was wisdom, the ability to judge whether a thing was bad or good.
The foundation for meaning, on the other hand, was lexical placement according
to the stipulation of the lexicon. But accuracy was paramount in both cases.

Abu Hilal thought that language was separate from reality. He wrote that
haqiqah was a quality of speech acts, but that essence (dat) was not.”> The proof
that haqiqah was a linguistic quality was that it necessitated the existence of magaz.
The existence of accurate lexical connections necessitated the existence of other
lexical connections that were not accurate in the same way. If one can use a vocal
form according to its placement in the original lexicon, one can also use the same
vocal form to go beyond that original placement, say something new, and generate
a revised lexicon. This is the foundational concept of magaz, language that goes
beyond the lexicon. Neither God nor the poets could speak without it. And magaz
was, according to both Aba Hilal and ar-Ragib,”* primarily linguistic. If magaz
and hagiqah were dependent on each other, and if magaz was linguistic, then Aba
Hilal argued that haqigah had to be linguistic too. This meant that things that were
considered hagiqah, things that were accurately accounted for as essences, could
also be called magaz.” What did Aba Hilal mean by that? It almost comes across
as a throw-away remark in a passage where he is trying to explain that “logical
definition” (al-hadd) and “accurate account” (al-haqiqah) are not synonymous.
But I think it is in fact a very meticulous observation about the boundary between
language and the world.

53. See chapter 1 note 75.
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If we try and use a common example of language that goes beyond the lexicon,
one that ar-Ragib used in his poetics, the situation becomes clearer.® If you call an
actual donkey “a donkey;” then you are using the vocal form “donkey” with lexical
accuracy, according to its precedent in the original lexicon. But if you call a stupid
human being “donkey” you are going beyond the lexicon and using the vocal form
“donkey” in a new way. This is how haqiqah and magaz are used as categories for
language. But because /agiqah can also be used to describe an accurate account
of something in the world or the mind (either via semantic extension as per Abu
Hilal or as its primary usage as per ar-Ragib), then the vocal form “donkey” when
used to identify a stupid person is still pointing at some accurate conception of a
donkey. What Abu Hilal seems to have noticed here is that going beyond the lexi-
con requires keeping the original accurate lexical placement in play. This is exactly
the insight that al-Gurgani would, as we will see, develop into a comprehensive
theory of literary meaning. And the scale of magaz, the extent to which language
was able to go beyond the lexicon, cannot be underestimated. These scholars were
relentless in their resort to the lexicon at the same time as they accepted a picture
of ordinary language, technical and scientific language, divine language, and lit-
erary language in which usage went beyond the lexicon at all times and in every
direction.

God and the poets both went beyond the lexicon. The Quran self-identified
as an unparalleled literary event. Neither poetry nor make-believe, it was inimi-
table. And the scholarly response was to enumerate, taxonomize, and explain
how this was so. Aba “Ubaydah, the same highly regarded lexicographer whom
we met above on the question of the name and the named, gave his exegesis the
title Magaz al-Qur’an (Going Beyond in the Quran). The question of magaz in
Classical Arabic has received serious scholarly attention from Heinrichs and
John Wansborough,” although work remains to be done. Heinrichs is the most
persuasive, and he identifies magaz in Aba “Ubaydah as “a deep structure which
materializes into two different surface structures equivalent to each other. [The
two structures on the surface are the Quranic text and its magaz paraphrase as
provided by Aba ‘Ubaydah.]”¢ This fits with how I have been trying to explain the
accurate lexical account and usage that goes beyond it as two different epistemo-
logical accounts of language. Either language accords with the lexicon, or someone
has made it deviate. What is interesting about Aba ‘“Ubaydah’s work is that he is
the one doing the deviation. God expressed content in an Arabic language that was
immediately accessible to its original audience, the seventh-century Arabic speak-
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ers of what is now Saudi Arabia. But for the audience of Aba ‘Ubaydah, the grand-
son of a Persian Jew from Azerbaijan living in the new garrison city of Basra in
Iraq,* the rare words, syntax, and brevity of the Quranic text needed explanation.
So he wrote an exegesis that took each example of abbreviation, elision, or sup-
pression of syntactical elements and made it deviate into a new, more accessible set
of vocal forms.® For example, his opening example was the Quranic phrase “and
their leaders came out; go and be patient” (Quran 38:6, Sad), which he explained
as “and their leaders came out recommending to each other, or calling to each
other, that they go and be patient”® This longer, clearer, version is Abu ‘Ubaydah’s
magaz, his deviation (or “going beyond”) in vocal form while maintaining God’s
mental content.

Going beyond the lexicon is therefore not necessarily less accurate; we are
not dealing with a situation in which there is truth (good!) and deviation (bad!).
Instead we are dealing, as Heinrichs said, with different surface structures. These
different surface structures had stable names that existed as a pair: hagiqah and
magaz were defined, understood, and used together.® When they were used as a
pair, it is clear to the reader that the two accounts of language structure that they
described were interrelated. As we saw, Aba Hilal used the fact of their interrela-
tion to explain the meaning of sagiqah. The question is whether this interrelation-
ship still applied when the two terms were used separately. When Abu ‘Ubaydah,
Ibn Farak, or ar-Ragib used magaz or haqiqah, did they do so with the assumption
that all language was either one or the other? If so, what would be the magaz ver-
sion of a hagiqah account of the extramental world? Can the translations “going
beyond the lexicon” and “accurate account” be maintained? The reading I would
like to advance is parallel to my reading of ma‘na. Just as I think ma‘na is best
understood as “mental content,” the stuff of cognition that can always potentially
be expressed in vocal form, so I think that it is productive to read haqiqah and
magaz as stable and mutually interdependent terms even in each other’s absence.
Although Abu “Ubaydah never uses the word hagiqah in his exegesis, it would not
have been unrealistic for him to associate the Quranic text that he was deviating
from with accuracy and correctness. Magaz is therefore what moves away from
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some original and lexically validated literal, albeit without necessarily losing truth
along the way. In a separate work, doing exegesis on poetry rather than revelation,
Abu ‘Ubaydah used the term hagiqah to talk about a world of actual events that
were reported in language. The poetry under consideration was from the famous
Umayyad poet al-Farazdaq (d. ca. 728) and the line read:®

Do they offer vain threats?
Their impotent snakes have been seen.
It is a deadly serpent that bites and kills them.

Abu ‘Ubaydah’s lexicographical gloss for the verb “to make vain threats” was
“mutual boasting without accuracy” The boast was inaccurate because it did not
conform to a real world in which threats are made good upon. The threats were
not real, and the poet had chosen to use a word that reflected a lack of accurate
connection between speech and the world: al-Farazdaq’s targets weren't “boast-
ing”; they were “faking it”

For ar-Ragib, the category of “going beyond the lexicon” is what happens when
there is any deviation at all from the original lexical connection between vocal
form and mental content. This could be anything from a complex metaphor to
a dialect variation in pronunciation. The line above from al-Farazdaq, in which
threats are impotent snakes, is quite clearly a departure from the lexicon, because
vocal forms such as “snake” are not being used solely to describe animals in nature.
A change of vowel pronunciation in certain dialects, however (such as moving
from “love” to “luv” in English), is also going beyond the lexicon and moving away
from the original act of placement.® This last example of vowel change should give
readers a clue that what we have here with magaz is not a rejection of the lexicon
or a call for its replacement with a realm of inexactitude. Instead, language that
went beyond the original lexicon had now become part of a current one; this was
one of the primary ways in which the lexicographers managed language change
and development. They managed by enforcing restraint; in the lexicon the weight
of precedent was heavy. All languages need rules based on the past, but at the same
time languages need to adjust to changing circumstances and develop. This change
could come from God, who altered the meaning of the word “prayer” when he
stipulated the required prayers in his revelations, or from humans. In the eleventh
century ar-Ragib was well aware, as Aba ‘Ubaydah had been in the ninth, that he was
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no longer living in the speech community of the nomadic Bedouin, from whose pre-
Islamic history of lexical precedent the first dictionaries had been collected. Ar-Ragib
remarked on this process of language evolution at multiple points in his Quranic
glossary, using the word for “metaphor” (isti‘drah, a metaphor in which content is
borrowed from a source). His dictionary sought to read God as having taken phrases
from a nomadic lifestyle and turned them into language for a new community. The
word rawah (“afternoon passage”) was borrowed from the rest (rahah) humans
would take, or allow their camels to take, in the middle of the day.” The “abundant”
(midraran) rain had its lexical root in “milk” (darr, dirrah), and was one of the
metaphors that borrowed the names and qualities of camels.®® The verb “to pas-
ture” came from the name of a thornless tree (sarh) that one fed to one’s camel,
and then every act of sending the camel to pasture came to have the same name.
The verb “to release” in the Quran was borrowed from this pasturing of the camel,
in just the same way as the word for “divorce” was borrowed from the setting-free
of the camel.®

There is no question that what we are reading here is a theory of, and a taxo-
nomical accounting for, language change that ascribes the changes to metaphori-
cal usage. This was not unique to ar-Ragib; over a century earlier al-Gahiz had
used several of the same examples to explain that “if goaded, language will grow
branches, and if its root principle is fixed, its arts will multiply and its pathways
will broaden.7° The process of language change had not stopped with the Quran in
the seventh century, for the process of coining technical terminology required new
word meanings that the lexicographers then had to record and curate: vocal forms
“that specialists in any given discipline transfer from the initial conventional men-
tal content to a different mental content of which only they are cognizant, so the
vocal form in question remains shared between two mental contents. Vocal forms
from divine revelation such as ‘prayer’ and ‘tax’ are examples of this process, as are
the vocal forms which the jurists, theologians, and grammarians use”” All these
new connections are, of course, departures from the lexicon. They are magaz.
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(Saba’). Ar-Ragib (1992, 371/1.4-6).

68. Loy wadl clond bl Jooll Jlasndy A1 () 851y 55 e ALy 11,0, Quran 6:6 (al-
An‘am), 11:52 (Had), 71:11 (Nah). Ar-Ragib (1992, 310/1.15-17).
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Y s o R WES L—\fa Z:A);-j,wj 4y . . .. Quran 33:49 (al-Ahzab). Ar-Ragib (1992,
406/1.21-/2.1-2,7-10).

70. 4;} Cx.i.;g\} A:j.\: ujgf Ai.p\ ;A.;' !S\J ;Ai.w; i&j,; \51 %‘)LQ\J. Al-Gahiz (1965a, 3:341.19-20),
Miller (2016b, 64f, 75). The translation is mine.
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Departure from the lexicon is therefore not a route away from the truth or from
accuracy. It could hardly be so when scholars actively used such departures to cre-
ate new, more accurate and specialized technical terminology for their discipline
of choice. What does this imply for the original accurate lexical connections? The
most important implication is that the original lexical connection may not always
be the best connection to make. This is true for hermeneutics and it is true for
poetics. The accounts of literary innovation and eloquence that we will deal with
in chapter 7, on al-Gurgani (I have dealt with ar-Ragib’s poetics elsewhere),”> all
rest on the breakdown of the accurate lexical connection between vocal form and
mental content, and its replacement with a series of increasingly complex moves
within mental contents themselves. When it came to hermeneutics the rewards
were similar: “Some people pursue and demand accurate accounts in those verses
where God uses analogy. They think that if the mental content in question doesn’t
have an accurate account then it is a lie”7* Ar-Ragib disagreed, because analogy
could go beyond the lexicon and was central to all communication, including
God’s communication. It was also inherently valuable: “The analogy is the noblest
vocal form because of the beauty of its comparison and syntax, and its brevity. The
analogy is also the noblest mental content because it indicates both primary intent
and subsequent connected intent, so it is a complete indication, not a partial one.
It is oblique rather than straightforward, and there is a subtlety in oblique com-
munication; it is the noblest level that speakers can attain””* When God compared
paradise to a garden with rivers beneath it he was not using language according to
the original lexicon, but he was using language effectively.

The combination of an accurate account of the world according to lexical prec-
edent with the ability of speakers to go beyond that original lexicon gave language
the potential to communicate more than the world and gave scholars like ar-Ragib
the ability to do poetics, hermeneutics, and philosophy at the same time. Mental
content was at the heart of all three. An account of the world that was accurate
was necessarily cognitive, and therefore was made up of mental content. An accu-
rate reading of the language of others needed to identify their intent, which was
their mental content, and then move it into one’s own mind using the lexicon

;L@.LL!‘L«_LML;J‘ .bLLN\J 3y 2l o W}"'J’ LU s e UMA.,J\ Kfm«.mw
Osrmedly OsalSaally. Ar-Ragib (1984, 33.5-7).

72. Key (2012, 121f, 172f).
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as a reference point. Poetics was about deliberately destabilizing that lexical ref-
erence point and equally about managing the degree of stability that remained.
In all three spheres the taxonomical and theoretical activity of the scholars was
indispensable. Someone had to write the accounts of mental content. Ar-Ragib
spent countless pages doing so. But the lexicographers were not the conservative
recorders of Orientalist stereotype. As we have seen with Aba Hilal and ar-Ragib,
they were prepared to follow their conceptual vocabulary and its linguistic origins
into the thickets of the relationship between language, mind, and reality.
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