Theology

In this chapter, our scholars are talking about God. This is not the first time we have
encountered him. God and the theological problems associated with his descrip-
tion have already appeared in chapter 4 on the lexicon, and they will appear again
in chapters 6 and 7 on Aristotelian logic and poetics. Theological concerns, like
concerns with language, cut across the genres and disciplines of eleventh-century
scholarship. Everyone was playing the same game, in which the ball was ma‘na
and the bat was hagiqah. This is the chapter in which my translation of ma‘na as
“mental content” comes under the most pressure.

FRAMING THEOLOGY

Islamic Theology (‘ilm al-kalam)

This chapter probes the sensitive boundary between words and things through a
reading of theological debates at the nexus of language, mind, and reality. For Ibn
Farak, ma‘na was a central theological concept at the core of an epistemology that
linked humans to the divine. The word ma‘na appeared on both the human and
the divine level, but it was an epistemological not an ontological framework that
was being shared. Theology placed God and his creation in a single epistemologi-
cal framework, where they were described by humans with the same conceptual
vocabulary but remained incommensurable. This incommensurability is worth
stressing at the outset.

A non-Arabist colleague recently asked me whether the theories I read in these
Arabic texts were themselves coming out of a belief system, whether God and
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religion were driving eleventh-century Arabic accounts of meaning. After all,
when one reads the accounts of how language signifies ideas or things in Samuel
Coleridge, Walter Benjamin, or Paul De Man (to pick famous names on the ques-
tion of language almost at random), the sign that is everywhere is a religious sym-
bol.' The sign is Christ, a symbol of the eternal, opposed (for Coleridge) to the
mechanical abstractions of allegory. But none of this helps answer the question
of how the God of Islamic theology shared an epistemological framework with
his creation, let alone how reference or allegory functioned in Arabic. A religious
genealogy comparable to the Christian heritage of the sign is totally absent from
the eleventh-century Arabic accounts of meaning. For the scholars under con-
sideration in this book, the subject matter was unquestionably God, whereas the
conceptual transmission history came from the disciplines of Arabic grammar and
lexicography. Religion did not just lie in the background of Ibn Farak’s epistemol-
ogy; God was his epistemological goal. The knowledge was human, and the sub-
ject matter humans cared about knowing was divine.

The Arabic name of this discipline was ‘ilm al-kalam, which up to this point I
have simply been translating as “theology” But a literal translation would be “the
science/discipline/knowledge of speech” How can theology, the study of God and
his creation, have been given a disciplinary label related to speech? ‘Ilm al-kalam
did not contain, after all, any of the components we may expect a “science of speech”
to contain in English. As we have seen, grammar, pragmatics, and lexical precedent
were all studied elsewhere. The answer is that theologians like Ibn Firak knew that
their discipline, which had grown up in the eighth and ninth centuries (Alexander
Treiger),> was a discipline in which humans tried to talk accurately about both
God and the world. What we have in ‘ilin a-kalam is speech (people talking) about
a variety of topics, structured according to foundational principles and subsequent
statements. The speech had to be rational, and if it was not, Ibn Farak thought it
would end up meaningless: “speech with no mental content behind it”* According
to al-A$‘ari, the variety of “ilm al-kalam topics included “motion and rest, body
and accident, colors and ways of being, the atom and the leap [the latter a con-
tested argument against the indivisibility of atoms],* and finally the attributes of

1. Benjamin (1996), Coleridge (1816, 36-37), de Man (1983, 189).

2. Treiger (2016).
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the Creator”> Ar-Ragib’s definition was: “Knowledge of rational indicators, accu-
rate demonstrative proofs, division and definition, the difference between reason
and supposition, etc”® What we have before us here is a discipline that includes
parts of what would be studied today in the natural sciences, philosophy, religion,
and even in some parts of literary theory. And the name of this discipline in its
eleventh-century Arabic context was “Speech about . . ” My reluctant working
translation for ‘ilm al-kalam will remain “theology”

This discipline of theology fits into our four scholars’ careers in different ways.
Both Ibn Farak and ar-Ragib wrote creedal works designed to tell their readers
what to believe,” and both wrote hermeneutic works designed to help their read-
ers understand divine revelation. (Ar-Ragib dealt with the Quran; Ibn Farak with
both Quran and Hadith.)® Ar-Ragib produced both a traditional exegesis of the
Quran and an alphabetically ordered glossary.® Ibn Farak wrote a traditionally
structured exegesis, which was itself largely structured as a verse-by-verse glos-
sary: “If they ask you the mental content of this word, tell them it is . . 7 Ibn
Farak also wrote on legal theory," which ar-Ragib did not, and ar-Ragib composed
books of ethics and of literary compilation and poetics, which Ibn Farak did not.
Ar-Ragib’s intellectual territory overlaps with Ibn Farak on questions of the divine,
but his Neoplatonic/Aristotelian-flavored ethics and poetics also overlap with the
work of Ibn Sina and al-Gurgani (the central figures of the next two chapters).
Ibn Sina was cognizant of theological discourse but did not see himself as a par-
ticipant. Al-Gurgani was in dialogue with theologians and made sure his account
of language aesthetics was part of the discussion on God’s language. The profile of
‘Abd al-Gabbar, the Mu tazili theologian whose work has already appeared in our
discussions of translation, and whom we will meet again in this chapter, is closest
to that of Ibn Firak. ‘Abd al-Gabbar and Ibn Fiirak both wrote exegesis of Quran
and Hadith, legal theory, and theology.” They and al-Gurgani were taking part in
the same conversations, which usually took the form of bitter arguments between

5. U iy 3,aally ¢ melly 1SVl Oy ally ol 0,1y 3520 5 eI AL
AS§‘ari (1953b, #2).
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7. Ibn Farak (1987), (2003); ar-Ragib (1988a).

8. Ibn Farak (2003).

9. ar-Ragib (1984), (1992), (2001), (2003).

10. Ibn Farak (2009a), (2009b), (2009¢).

11. Ibn Farak (1906), (1999).
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the Mu tazili and As‘ari schools of theology about both substance and method-
ology. Every single scholar with whom I engage used the same core conceptual
resources of lafz, ma'na, and hagiqah to talk about language, mind, and reality.

Relativism? Words or Things

In a discipline with “speech” in its title, translations of ma‘nd must trace out
the points at which Ibn Farak’s concern for language shades into a concern for
thought, or alternatively into a concern for the extramental world. But how do we
know when we are reading his epistemology (a theory of knowledge), and when
we are reading his ontology (an account of what actually is)? Ibn Farak’s epis-
temology looks toward God, and his ontology includes God. But how does he
mark the boundaries between language, mind, and reality? My predecessors have
noticed with varying details of pained awareness that a linguistic threat always
lurks when reading these Classical Arabic texts. Could they really just be talking
about words? Was it all semantics rather than science? Michel Allard raised that
very possibility in 1965.

Writing about the reportage in al-As'arl’s Magqalat al-Islamiyin on al-A$‘arTs
famous Mu‘tazili teacher al-Gubba'i, Allard argued that for the Mu'tazilah
the empirical truth of the divine was unknowable and that discussions of the
divine attributes were therefore just “opérations particuliéres de lesprit humain
qui essaye en son langage dexprimer la totalité du mystére divin” These divine
attributes, the things that God has or does, were a central topic in Islamic the-
ology. (See Frank and Gimaret.)"* For Allard, the judgments made by scholars
like al-A$‘ari and al-Gubba’i about God were rational but they: “ne Iatteignent
pas dans sa réalite, mais manifestant la cohérence d’'un langage humain”> The
texts that led Allard to this conclusion were clear statements by al-A$‘ari that
the Mu‘tazilah held divine attributes to be aspects of speech acts, linguistic state-
ments rather than actual things with ontological status.” (I deal with this doctrine
below.) In 1965, Allard did not have access to the work of ‘Abd al-Gabbar, but
al-AgarTs tenth-century assessment of the Mu‘tazili School was correct, and in
the eleventh century ‘Abd al-Gabbar did state that the divine attribute is a human
act of description.” It must have seemed to Allard that if scholars talk either about

14. Frank (1978), Gimaret (1988).

15. “Particular operations of a human spirit that was trying in its language to explain the totality
of the divine mystery . . . did not reach God’s reality, but rather showed the coherence of human lan-
guage”: Allard (1965, 122).
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words or about things, then the Mu‘tazilah had been talking about words. Both
Richard Frank and Johannes Peters inhabited the same twentieth-century world
in which this was a key philosophical distinction and were extremely concerned
at the prospect of kalam becoming not a science of the real but a vortex of linguis-
tic relativism. Frank: “This is a distortion of both metaphysics and theology, for
whatever feelings one may have about linguistic philosophy, to attempt to reduce
the systematic thought of a medieval author to linguistic problems is to alienate it
completely from its own proper sense.””® Peters: “Should we conclude from all this
that the qualities are the result of a purely intellectual activity which gives names
to things, or even worse: Should we conclude that the qualities are only names and
words arbitrarily given? Not at all”® Rarely in the literature do scholars take such a
tone, and the fact that both men do so here is indicative of high twentieth-century
academic stakes.

In his later work Frank came to see an “evocative richness” in the same overlap
between language and external reality that had previously been of such concern,
and he identified this richness as “a very basic aspect of their thought” But his
translation strategy remained the same: the identification of different senses for
key expressions that were “formally distinct but . . . nevertheless inseparably linked
the one to the other”> This book is an attempt to continue the task that Frank
began and work through more of the relationship between language, mind, and
reality in these texts. But in order to do so, I would like to propose a different trans-
lation strategy, one that is in line with the methodology I outlined in chapter 3.
As Frank and Allard both noted, we cannot afford to lose in translation the preci-
sion and rigor that these eleventh-century theologians brought to their work. They
rarely appealed to some sphere of inexplicability, whether divine or human, but on
the contrary constantly struggled to do what we now tend to call “science,” a sys-
tematic attempt to understand how the world works. Their world included not just
human beings but also God, and not just study of things in the extramental world
but the study of language, meaning, and cognitive processes as well. Perhaps most
important, however, scholars such as Ibn Furak were often very precise about the
boundary between language and mind. For example, in his discussion of the opti-
mal procedure for engaging in the dialectical theological debates of the eleventh
century, Ibn Farak wrote that one should be careful not to give too much weight
to aesthetically pleasing expressions but rather should “display the ma‘ani to one’s
soul in order to determine what is true and what is invalid without reference to

18. Frank (1968, 299).
19. Peters (1976, 152).
20. Frank (1999, 189).



THEOLOGY 115

linguistic expressions” I see this as a statement about cognition that privileges the
mind over language; Ibn Farak thought that ma‘na was a sphere in which humans
could exercise their judgment without language necessarily being involved.

In the eleventh century there was no cultural clash between scholars who cared
about things and scholars who fetishized words. Instead, there was a conceptual
vocabulary with ma‘na at its core. My argument resides in the experiment of read-
ing Classical Arabic theology as ma‘na-centric and trying to work out from the
evidence provided by usage both what sort of thing ma‘na was for them and how
we can understand what it meant. Ibn Farak is my test case, and I hope that con-
clusions drawn here may prove informative for work on other scholars. My col-
leagues have noted the importance of language for these authors and the problem
caused by the term ma'na. Frank was well aware of language’s cultural centrality,*
and A.L Sabra wrote that “the whole subject of language usage as a recognized
argument in establishing Kalam doctrines deserves an extensive treatment, for
which there is no space here” Peters’s important glossary of ‘Abd al-Gabbar’s ter-
minology has an entry for ma‘nd, in which Peters writes that “some authors have
been intrigued by this obscure concept. . . . To give a correct and clear translation
of the word ma‘na is very difficult”* This is the point at which language and real-
ity seem to overlap, the place where Frank located an “evocative richness,” and it is
here that we need to play their language games. Ma‘na is our ball.

THEOLOGIES DIRECTED AT THE WORLD

Language in ‘Abd al-Gabbar
The world that eleventh-century theologians wanted to understand was dominated
by the observable phenomenon of human language. Scholars needed to use lan-
guage to describe God, and in the process they needed to ask what language was
and how it worked. Just as they were interested in the forces that caused objects
to move in the world, with God inextricable from their accounts, so too were they
interested in how language worked, and God was inextricable from these accounts
too. In the above discussion of the threat of relativism, we encountered ‘Abd
al-Gabbar’s Mutazili claim that God’s divine attributes were in fact just human
descriptions of him. Determined to preserve the ontological and epistemological
transcendence and unity of the divine, the Mutazilah held that divine attributes

21 Sl 095 oo Ledbly Wi o oadd el o Lilan 2058 I3 n el ) 5 .
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were not eternal ontological things but rather human acts of description.” ‘Abd
al-Gabbar then needed to explain how human acts of description worked. His
explanation took the form of a structure of reference centered on how we use
nouns.

When ‘Abd al-Gabbar wrote that ma‘ani should not be confused with attri-
butes, he was restating an established Mu 'tazili doctrine: “Attributes are speech
acts, just as descriptions are speech acts”*® Perhaps the clearest reason to make
such a separation was that there was no theological risk involved in the multipli-
cation of speech acts, whereas there was a substantial risk of polytheism involved
in a theology that allowed the actual qualities or cognitive conceptions of God to
multiply ad infinitum. The Mutazilah agreed with the Agsa‘irah about the exis-
tence and nature of ma'ani, just as they agreed about the monotheistic nature of
the divine. The use of the word ma‘na was shared conceptual vocabulary between
the two rival theological schools. They disagreed, but they did so from common
conceptual ground, using shared terminological assumptions to play their lan-
guage games.

Ibn Farak and ‘Abd al-Gabbar also shared a belief in the epistemological
power of the lexicon and its lexicographer curators. The lexicographers were ‘Abd
al-Gabbar's first point of call when he came to defend his statement about ma‘ani
being separate from attributes; it was they who represented language precedent and
provided (alongside the Quranic text of the revelation) an epistemological back-
stop for his theories about language usage.” The lexicon was for ‘Abd al-Gabbar
a stable system in which every expression communicated a certain matter, and it
was the default state for language: “Absent any obstacles, expressions must be used
to refer to everything that they specify”* This may seem to be a very tight and
restrictive view of what language can do. But ‘Abd al-Gabbar was in fact arguing
for the ability of language to do more, and he was using the lexicographers as his
alibi. He was engaged in dismissing his own caricature of his opponents’ position
on the legitimacy of human descriptions of God: according to him they denied
that God’s speech could be described, but he said that lexicography proved that
humans could and should use words to describe whatever those words applied to.
‘Abd al-Gabbar also had another division of language usage that we have not yet
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encountered. He gave an account of how language worked as labeling (lagab) and
an account of how language worked without labeling.

‘Abd al-Gabbar was discussing whether or not it was legitimate to describe
God as a thing. This was another established and characteristic debate in Islamic
theology. (For a representative review, see Brodersen.)* ‘Abd al-Gabbar believed
that God was a thing, and he held this position because of his understanding
of what language was and how language worked. He wrote that “our speech act
‘thing’ records everything that can truly be known and reported on.” To put this
another way, we use the word “thing” for everything that we know and can talk
about, everything we can predicate of something else, everything about which
we can say, ‘that is a . . J” For this reason, we use “thing” to name all kinds of
different things with different descriptions in different classes. ‘Abd al-Gabbar
immediately contrasted this way of using language with an epistemologically
separate category of language use, the label (laqab): “If [‘thing’] were a label,
then it would single out something specific to the exclusion of everything else,
and if what was being communicated was a class or an attribute, then it would
equally be necessary for ‘thing’ to single out that class or attribute to the exclu-
sion of all others”>°

‘Abd al-Gabbar then sharpened the distinction between these two kinds of lan-
guage usage. Using words as labels “communicates,” but words can also be used to
report on what is known without necessarily communicating what is known.* This
seems to be counterintuitive, but he has a specific understanding of what it means
to communicate here, which he makes clear with some examples from ordinary
language. According to ‘Abd al-Gabbar, the speech acts “I saw a thing” and “I saw”
are identical with respect to what they communicate.>* The word “thing” does not
therefore communicate anything accurately, although it does report something
that can be truly known. This is an account of how language reference works, an
account that makes a distinction between language-as-label, which communicates,
and language that does not meet that standard. ‘Abd al-Gabbar was sensitive to the
criticism that it is inappropriate to use the latter, less rigorously referential, kind of
language to describe God. He wrote that words that do not communicate may still
be used to report on a particular thing: “a body;” for example, is a speech act that
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applies only to substances but that does not formally communicate “substance.”s
In these cases, it is possible to consider the noncommunicating speech act to be,
in effect, working as a label, and this makes it acceptable for “thing” to be used for
God.**

But there are still two separate kinds of language. Just like twentieth-century
analytical philosophers of language, ‘Abd al-Gabbar wanted to give an account
of language (or at least of nouns) that was strictly referential: “The label is what
specifies the thing labeled and singles it out so it receives a determination that
functions in the same way as a physical gesture of indication”* But unlike twenti-
eth-century advocates of language as reference, ‘Abd al-Gabbar understood some
ordinary language to fall short of that standard, in this case the word “thing” One
the one hand, there was language that functioned according to a strict account of
reference, in which a word applied to what it specified (whether an instance or a
class) and nothing else. On the other hand, there was language that was used in
context, speech acts that might at times work in the same way as labels but that
did not provide the same epistemological specificity. Theology was the driver of
this discussion, because the question of how to describe God forced theorists like
‘Abd al-Gabbar to confront the degree to which they understood language as ref-
erential. (One cannot physically point at God.) He was also using vocabulary from
earlier Mu ‘tazili discussions of whether “thing” could be used for what God had
not yet created.*® And his vocabulary itself came from theories of grammar and
lexicography in which the “label” was one way to talk about the proper noun or
name. By the eleventh century, these resources enabled ‘Abd al-Gabbar both to
parse the theological legitimacy of certain speech acts and to reach conclusions
about how language itself functioned. The conclusion he ultimately reached was
that strict accounts of reference were possible, but strict reference did not work
for God.”

‘Abd al-Gabbar reached this conclusion with the help of two conceptual frame-
works with which we are already familiar, the lexicon and accuracy. The difference
between the categories of label and not-label is that a label can be changed without
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affecting the lexicon (what Frank calls “arbitrary denomination”),*® whereas nouns
that are not labels cannot be changed without affecting the lexicon. As Aba Hilal
put it, describing a black thing as white is lying, but labeling a black thing “white”
is not.® Just as we saw the lexicon function for ar-Ragib and Ibn Firak as a limit,
so the lexicon works for ‘Abd al-Gabbar as a ground in which he can anchor word
usage that cannot be justified by a strict account of reference. A label simply points
at something, but other nouns rely on the lexicon, and therefore on precedent, to
make sense.* The paradigm of accurate reference is therefore the label, close to
what we may call a proper noun, and independent of the lexicon. The vast majority
of language, however, relies on the lexicon. In the lexicon, nouns point to ma‘ani,
and with some painfully circular Arabic syntax that I will avoid by way of para-
phrase, ‘Abd al-Gabbar explained how these ma‘ani could still make sense in the
absence of accurate reference: the only ma‘na that the speech act “thing” com-
municates is a bringing together of everything that can be known and reported on
with this noun.* That is how the noun “thing” is placed in the lexicon.* It commu-
nicates a ma ‘na, and it is therefore appropriate to use it to talk about God, because
the ma‘na in question is such that God is one of the things that can be reported
upon. But “thing” cannot be a label for God.

What we see in the work of ‘Abd al-Gabbar, exemplified in this brief review of
his position on whether or not God can be called a “thing,” is a broad conviction
that when it comes to the vast chasm between God and humanity, language falls
on the human side. The lexicon was developed by human beings and is used by
human beings. Language was a human lexicon, determined by precedent rather
than reason or revelation.® The use that human beings make of their language
does not have an impact on God: “Negating his name does not negate him’+ Ibn
Farak agreed that this separation existed, writing that if someone were to protest
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that God, in commanding the unbeliever to believe, was ordering something he
knew to be impossible (a key Mu ‘tazili ethical argument with which the Asa‘irah
disagreed), then the answer should be: “Impossibility here is only in the speech
act. The one who says ‘impossible’ moves a speech act away from the norms of
truth and correctness and into error and falsity. It is not the person commanded
who is impossible.”* Neither Ibn Farak nor ‘Abd al-Gabbar thought that a human
speech act could of itself create reality or determine the nature of God. But ‘Abd
al-Gabbar came to this position through a thoroughgoing separation of human
language from the divine sphere.

Atoms, Bodies, and Accidents with Ibn Fiarak

Ibn Farak’s extramental world was composed of atoms that were combined into
bodies. The eleventh-century theological texts do not all describe themselves as
primarily engaged in the pursuit of atoms, but they almost all deal with atoms as
an important question of fact, and this has proved a useful and productive lens
with which to fit Islamic theology into the history of a scientific field that tradi-
tionally starts with Democritus and could be seen to end with the Large Hadron
Collider.* Just as the beginnings of pre-Socratic Greek philosophy had been con-
cerned with “the physical constitution of the universe,” so a concern for atoms,
accidents, space, and void had started in Arabic in the eighth century.# Atomism
has been one of the central ways in which Anglophone and European scholarship
has approached Islamic theology. But what would our reading of eleventh-century
Islamic theology look like if it focused on ma‘ani rather than on atoms? Ibn Farak
was certainly concerned with the physical world; his investment in things both
created and divine is clear. What did he say about atoms and ma‘nd, and what hap-
pens if we try to continue the experiment of always translating ma‘na as “mental
content”?

Chapter 37 of the Mugarrad deals with the atom. It is the smallest division of
reality possible, the “indivisible part” one reaches when dividing the composite
bodies that constitute the world.*® Ibn Furak describes this chapter as particu-
larly subtle and intricate theology, subtle and intricate speech about God and the
world.* He writes that all bodies in the world are composed of indivisible atoms
according to the ma‘na that “every atom cannot be halved or divided into thirds
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or quarters. It cannot be contemplated that an atom could be divided or parti-
tioned in such a way as to produce further divisions, parts, or atoms.”>* Ibn Farak
also reported that belief in infinitely divisible parts was false, equivalent to the
religiously controversial belief that bodies were cosmologically arranged in some
form of vertical hierarchy: “There is no difference between the statement that every
atom can be halved and the halves halved again, and the statement that every body
has a body above it and a body below it”* Here we see an Islamic theological com-
mitment to monotheism that uses avoidance of Neoplatonism as a reason to com-
mit to atomism. (Cf. Herbert Davidson on Abu Yasuf b. Ishaq al-Kindsi, d. ca. 870,
and John Philoponus, d. ca. 570.)> We also see a determination to direct theology
toward the real world. It is the physical bodies of the world that are at stake here.

But human cognition is involved. In Ibn Farak’s quotation, al-A§‘ari used the
word ma‘na in much the same way as Aba ‘Ubaydah had: to introduce a con-
ceptual paraphrase (“according to the ma‘na that . . ”) A few sentences later, Ibn
Farak used ma‘na again, this time as a label for causal factors in the agglomera-
tion and subdivision of bodies. He explained that just as there was an upper limit
on the process of combining bodies, so there had to be a lower limit on to what
extent those combinations could be unwound to result in individual atoms: “The
fact that there is a limited number of ma‘ani by which bodies come together or are
separated proves that the atoms are in themselves indivisible from all aspects.”s
This is a similar usage of ma‘na to Mu‘ammar’s cause; ma‘na here, in Ibn Farak,
is a factor that brings together atoms to make a body. (Cf. Herbert Davidson.)s
We may in English introduce a conceptual paraphrase with “according to the idea
that...,” and we may say that there is “a limited number of factors involved” in the
combination or subdivision of bodies. Where we use “idea” and “factor,” Arabic
used ma'na.

Atoms had ma‘ani. For example, the quality of being is a ma'na held to subsist
in the atom itself. Another ma‘na is combination, which is in the atom when it is
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combined with another atom.” It is the ma‘na of being that makes a certain body
actually be in a place.’® Furthermore, the being ma‘na, just like a color ma'na, is
inevitable and necessary for any substance.” (Substance is the material substrate,
composed of atoms, from which bodies are formed.)s® So atoms combine to make
bodies, and ma'ani are present on both levels: a single atom that exists in a place
has the ma‘na being, and a body made up of combined atoms has the ma‘na
being. One thing that is apparent here is that atoms, like God, are an ontological
category that works as a terminus ad quem, a final epistemological point beyond
which there is nothing. But the same is not true of ma‘ani, which can be added on
to various levels of extramental things in the world just as they can qualify things
in the mind.

The ma‘ani that atoms had were accidents, those Aristotelian nonessential
qualities or properties of things (for example, “red” as a quality of a chair).® For
Ibn Farak, these ma'ani accidents included, in addition to color, qualities such as
being, which was necessary for an atom to exist, or being gathered together, which
happened when atoms joined together to form bodies and substances.® An acci-
dent was a ma‘na that “does not subsist in itself”® The phrase “subsist in itself”
was used to distinguish between bodies and substances on the one hand and acci-
dents on the other: accidents did not subsist in themselves, and they required a
place in which they could inhere,** whereas what did subsist in itself was a category
largely reserved for the divine. (See below and Gimaret.)® Bodies composed of
substance could also exist without a place, because Ibn Farak’s system allowed for
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the possibility of existence prior to the creation of the world.* Bodies could not
be thought of as combinations of accidents, however, because an accurate account
of “accident” was that it did not subsist in itself, and this held true even if it was
combined with other accidents. Bodies had accidents (a chair could be red) but
accidents didn’t have accidents of their own. (Red couldn’t be yellow, and a combi-
nation of different accidental qualities couldn’t, without at least an atom, have an
accident of its own.)® Accidents were also different from bodies, because accidents
could have opposites, but bodies could not. (Black is the opposite of white, but a
man is not the opposite of a horse.)®

Ibn Farak’s discourse about accidents helps us see what his ma‘ani were. They
were not bodies composed of atomic substance but rather qualities that were
dependent on those bodies and atoms. They were also subject to some simple
logical operations, such as having an opposite. But this was not the only usage Ibn
Farak made of ma'na. As we saw in “Two Distinct Lexemes” above in chapter 3,
Ibn Farak used ma‘na to talk about the mental content occasioned by speech acts:
“The ma‘na of [the speech act] X is an accident’ is that X is a ma‘na that exists
in an atom.”” When he argued with other scholars’ understanding of “body,” he
talked about “the ma‘na of the body”*® This refers to the mental content in the
mind of the theologian when defining the concept “body” In play are not two
separate lexemes but rather one piece of core conceptual vocabulary in Arabic that
maps the mind and its interaction with language in a way that English does not.
Let us consider how Ibn Farak talked about the ma‘na of being gathered together:
“If the atom is gathered together with another atom, then the ma‘na in question is
the atom’s ‘gathering together’ with the other atom.”® The first part of this transla-
tion, before the comma, deals with extramental reality. The second part, after the
comma, deals with mental existence. The ma‘na here is a piece of content that is
located in the theologians’ minds and enables them to think about, and then name,
the behavior of the two atoms in question.
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Bodies, composed of atoms, moved with a ma‘na that was movement. The
accurate account of movement was that it was a ma‘na that took a body from one
place to another; there was nothing else in movement of which one could give an
accurate account.” As such, this ma‘na of movement was visible to the eye, just
as the other ma‘ani of color, combination, and separation were also observable.”
But this ma'na was not caused by another: ma‘ani couldn’t stack up behind each
other in a causal chain as Mu‘ammar had thought. As always, the question loom-
ing in the background was the divine attributes of God. Whereas Mu‘ammar had
said that God’s essential attribute of knowledge was there because of a chain of
infinite causal ma'ani,”> Ibn Farak denied that there could even be two links in
such a chain: God’s knowledge was a ma‘nda, and it couldn’t have its own ma‘na of
knowing.” This is compatible with Ibn Farak’s account of the justice of God’s acts:
the justice is in the specific instance of an act; justice does not depend on a sepa-
rate ma'na.”* Ibn Farak did not want to allow the proliferation of ma‘ani behind
the divine unity or command of God, and unlike Mu‘ammar he did not think that
use of the word ma‘na was a way out of this monotheistic bind.

Ibn Farak’s ma‘ani had causal roles only when it came to the extramental reality
of objects moving. When it came to God, the ma"ani were limited and static: God’s
knowledge was a ma‘na, but it was not caused by anything else, ma‘na or other-
wise. The ma‘na as cause was a human issue. For example, Ibn Farak wrote that
the word ‘illah (a cause or reason, translated by Frank as “ground”) could, “like the
accidents and the rest of the ma'ani that subsist in substances,” be called a ma‘na.”
Just as an accident was a specific kind of ma‘nd, so the “illah was a different spe-
cific kind of ma‘na, the kind that was a cause requiring humans to act according
to a specific scholarly ruling. We know these particular causal judgments were the

70. b bt i L Ed @b [,me W] ool baglp a3 00 o Jss (L] L
[t Jeds [t CJ.LIIJ ’i\}w.]\ 4 By Cone ol ETREa \¢%4.4>. Ibn Firak (1987, 333.6-8).

71 GVl CLQ.’L"-‘Y‘ GlisTy NI f\fé) ol =l C)\}J‘Y\ :)' Js& 08y, Tbn Farak (1987
333.10-11).

72 Oly ol tle G 3] Jske OIS wl el Gl e o Do e (Sonb Sams L
L Y fand padl 0T and d adle OIS dlle. AL-AS'ari (1929-33, 488.3-5), van Ess (1991-9s,
5:267-68).

73 L cane 1 sap 23 OY i il 0 i ST e w2 O Ly
lone &.MJ\ Jex> D6, Ibn Firak (1987 39.18-19).

74. &.'.J Y Lg.:l.}:Y jgseesy ig;-j Ew.ig-) UJ& JL«: A wa f.)l Ibn Farak (1987, 140.12-13).

75 oot A Slaedl Bes S Y 0y s L5 S 4 had I med) a1 O
:}le L 43l sl gp\,c‘m{ 15>l Ibn Farak (1987, 303.4-5, 310.7f). Cf. Frank (2004, 755).



THEOLOGY 125

result of worldly hermeneutics, because they could be wrong: apostates had their
false reasoning (i‘tilal).7¢

One thing that brings all ma‘ani together is the fact that they could always be
expressed in language. This led to a tension, inherent in the development of these
theories of theological physics, between the role played by the lexicon on the one
hand and by human reason on the other. Ibn Firak complained that al- Astarabadi,
the rival scholar who had scooped his book on al-A§"ari, had mistakenly adduced
a statement that there was nothing in an accident of which one could give an accu-
rate account. Ibn Farak said this could not be true because al-As‘ari had under-
stood the accident “according to the lexicon” as simply “that which presented
itself” One could, therefore, give an accurate account of the category of accident,
a lexically accurate account.” Elsewhere, the position that bodies in the state of
coming to be were not moving was characterized by Ibn Farak as being: “accord-
ing to the lexicon, not according to reason, because the lexicographers call the
body ‘moving’ when it is in one place and then is moved to another. The body
in the state of coming to be, however, has not been in a previous place” In both
these cases the lexicon is the arbiter of correct descriptions of forces in extramen-
tal reality. Ibn Farak calls this theorizing “from the perspective of the lexicon”
But he goes on to say that while the existence of a body in a state of coming to
be is not called “movement,” it is nevertheless: “in the ma‘na of what is called
‘movement.”7® This is theorizing “from the perspective of rational minds,” and it
uses ma’na as the arbitrating structure. But even here, the lexicon is an indispens-
able part of the process: Ibn Farak can make the argument that the ma‘na of the
vocal form “coming to be” is the same ma na referred to by the vocal form “mov-
ing” only because of the existence of a lexicon in which ma‘ani map onto vocal
forms. The same tension can be found in the opening chapter of the Mugarrad on
knowledge: al-A§‘ari is asked for the causal factor behind God’s knowledge, and
he answers that God’s knowledge is knowledge not because of some equation or
relation but rather because the word “knowledge” is derived in the lexicon from
the word “knowing” God is unquestionably “knowing,” so there is no need for
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further investigation into the causes of his knowledge.” Here the lexicon is the
ultimate adjudicator; it is the morphological structure of the Arabic language that
provides the reason for God’s knowledge. Ma‘na is the arbitrating structure, and it
functions only through the lexicon.

Ibn Farak asked whether “re-creation” was in the same ma'na space as “re-
created” Should these two separate stages of a single process be placed in the same
category?® This was a matter of whether, in an occasionalist world, things main-
tained their identity during a process of change. A black object, described as such,
did not continue being black but rather was constantly recreated as black with
a series of imperceptible handovers.®” Being black was an accidental quality, but
the same principle applied to substances themselves; a substance could have the
ma‘na of continuance, and that ma'na could be constantly recreated to ensure its
stability.® This was Ibn Furak’s A§‘ari occasionalism. It applied only to the created
world: God could have a permanent ma‘na of continuance, as we will see below,
but in the world he continually re-created the ma‘na of continuance in bodies.

The problem with this theory was that when combined with the doctrine of
different descriptions occupying the same ma‘na space, it led to contradictions.
For example, a body that was being initialized would, at the time of its initializa-
tion, also be already re-created, because “initialization” was in the same ma‘na
space as “re-creation,” and “re-creation” was coterminous with “re-created” This
is a theory of extramental physical forces and qualities: substances in the world
have colors, and bodies in the world continue to exist. The problem for Ibn Fairak
was how to construct a rationally consistent account of these physical forces and
qualities. He dealt with the initialization/re-created contradiction by making a
distinction between ma‘na on the one hand and language on the other. It was
true that an existent thing in the process of initialization had the same ma‘na as
an existent thing that had been re-created. But escape lay in the lexicon: “An exis-
tent thing in the process of initialization is not actually named ‘re-created’ in the
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lexicon”®* Human language made a distinction between “initialization” and “re-
created,” but when it came to the operative ma‘na they were the same. The gap is
clear: human language on one side and the operations of occasionalist physics on
the other. Ibn Fiarak used an account of language usage and precedent to escape a
conceptual problem that was posed in terms of ma‘ani.

Another test of Ibn Farak’s understanding of the relationship between ma‘na
and extramental things is his description of the interaction between ma'na and
something that does not exist. He wrote that al-As‘ari “refused to call a nonex-
istent thing a name that would necessitate ma‘ani subsisting within it” It was,
he thought, impossible for a ma‘na such as knowledge or movement to be in
something that did not exist. Even though use of the name “moving” or “know-
ing” established only the ma‘na of knowledge or movement and did not actually
establish “the essence of the knowing person or the moving thing,” nevertheless
the presence of a ma‘na of knowing or movement did require there to be some-
thing existing in which that knowledge or movement could be.* In this statement
from Ibn Firak we can see a clear separation between language on the one hand
and mind and reality on the other. Language has a close relationship with mind:
the use of a certain word inevitably produces a ma‘na. But this ma‘na does not
then by itself affirm the existence of something in which the ma‘na could subsist
or to which it could apply. The only way the existence of a ma‘na necessitates
the existence of anything is by the logical argument that one cannot have move-
ment in something that does not exist. Ibn Farak’s mind was a rational place in
which the law of noncontradiction held: “Two contradictory ma‘dni cannot occur
in the same place”® It was not a mental world that denied hypothetical or unreal
things—“something that does not exist can be mentioned or known”—but it was
a world in which those nonexistent things had to behave in rationally predictable
ways: “The nonexistent cannot be killed or hit” Ibn Farak knew that language did
not control extramental reality—“mentioning something does not make it exist”—
but his mental content was internally consistent: the mental content of “having
been killed” did necessitate the mental content of an act of killing.*
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Frank Griffel suggests that a good starting point for thinking about ma'na
in English is “anything that exists and is not a body.” (Cf. Herbert Davidson,
who simply uses “thing”)¥ I would like to suggest that we can add a location
to this translation: ma‘adni exist in the mind. The fact that they exist is critical:
ma'ani have an ontological status and salience, as evidenced by the fact that
they adhere to laws of noncontradiction. But their existence is a mental exis-
tence. The ultimate test of these readings, and of the concomitant translation of
ma‘nd as “mental content,” is God. But the God revealed by reading Ibn Furak’s
Islamic theology never entirely gets away from human epistemology. Theology
remains the human struggle to get to God, and for Ibn Furak this is a struggle
with ma‘na.

There is a long section in the Mugarrad that deals with the possibility and
permissibility of humans actually seeing God, where Ibn Farak considered the
question of whether seeing God would mean that one acquired, with regard to
God, a ma‘nd. His answer was an attempt to maintain the necessary separation
between the divine and humanity, and to promise a superlative affect to humans
who reached such a stage, but despite this Ibn Farak remained committed to
his human epistemology: “The person who sees necessarily attains a knowledge
of what they see” Even when confronted with God, humans would process the
superlative impact of this encounter with ma‘na.*® The mechanism of sensory per-
ception was the same for both language and reality: “Everything that exists can
be seen and heard; everything we see has a ‘vision, and everything we hear has
an ‘audition, that is in both cases specific to it and followed by a ma‘na.”® Ma'na
was the stuft of cognition with which humans processed everything: their mental
content. But at the same time, in an occasionalist world of As‘ari theology, it was
God who made each specific mental content follow each vision and audition into
the human mind; God was the cause of perception.*
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THE WORLD CONNECTED TO GOD

“God created things and instances and made them exist as substance and acci-
dent” With this pithy statement Ibn Farak displays the difference between things
in general (Say’, plural asya’) and particular instances of things (“ayn, plural a‘yan;
for discussion of these distinctions beyond Ibn Farak see Frank).”* The theological
point here is that the world and its things are created and not eternal (as the athe-
ists claimed),” but the clear epistemological and ontological implication is that
God’s creation extends throughout and beyond physical reality. For it was not just
that God created substance and accident but rather that substance and accident
were all that he created; there were no other types of created thing.”
God’s ma'ani

God’s divine attributes shaped much of Islamic theological discourse, and theories
about them helped create the epistemological structures Ibn Farak used for his
descriptions of extramental reality. God has divine attributes that are ma‘ani and
that, unlike accidents, subsist in themselves. Alongside knowledge, another exam-
ple of a divine attribute is “continuance” (baqa’). This is a ma‘na that God has, and
God is thereby “continuing”; that is, he keeps on being God.** God’s continuance
ma‘na does not subsist in something else, as an accident would.” In typically cir-
cular formulations: “The continuance of the Creator continues for itself because
its self is continuance,”®® and “The continuance of the Creator continues, and it has
a continuance that is its self”’>” These are ma'ani that subsist in themselves and do
so by themselves without any extra causal factors. What Ibn Furak was doing here
was working to preserve the monotheistic integrity of the creator. God could not
continue with a ma‘na of continuance in his self because that would, under the
conditions of strict monotheism, necessitate God’s actual self being continuance as
well as being God. And God cannot be two things. The continuance ma‘na had to
be kept separate from the self of God. It had to subsist in itself. God and continu-

91. Frank (1999, 171f).

02 .. Lobely el Wis s, Blely slal Blotdl slaW S22 Jlo il 3 Jsa 018y
u'p\fﬁ\lb Al e ;)\.”&‘Y\ f:\.e & ey J.ai :jf ﬁ_jy [ IRV & _ill=. Ibn Firak (1987, 253.18-19,
254.3-4).

93. u’pb{j} Al Ole g S (L.‘Ji :_31 J}ai o8 &l vl}!. Ibn Farak (1987, 265.22; cf. 93.14-15,
94.11, 95.14, 98.23-25).

94. . . . @”L.J\ A a.l;-;‘Y @L-..J\ o L i) 5. Ibn Farak (1987, 237.17-18).

95. 6 k?:\.J\ W asl ol C;.Jj Ibn Farak (1987, 43.4-5).

96. <l 4l 2N dis) a\ S W el :)l Jsd; 08y, Ibn Farak (1987 237.19).

97. 4l a2l 4y Sl Jus U cla Dly. Tbn Faarak (1987, 43.3-4).



130 THEOLOGY

ance could not be in the same ma‘na space.®® I do not think it is too problematic to
read ma‘na here as “mental content.” Ibn Farak is talking about the human cogni-
tive processes that explain divine functions. Humans have to make mental con-
tent separations between those different aspects of the divine being; our mental
contents have to be logically ordered, and they must in their logical order adhere
to the logic of monotheism. Ibn Farak uses ma‘na to talk about human cogni-
tion: “Something that continues, continues only because it has a continuance that
is its mental content and its formal definition and its accurate account”® These
three predicates for “continuance,” mental content, formal definition, and accurate
account, are all human epistemological processes. Ibn Farak is telling us how we
should think about God. But he did not think God, or his divine attributes, were
figments of human imagination; these mental contents had a target that was out-
side the mind.

Just as important for Islamic theology was how we should think about the world.
Ibn Firak rejected the idea (which he attributed to al-Gubba'i, the Mu tazili theo-
logian from a century previous) that the only thing that we can accurately think of
as continuing was God."° Ibn Farak had no time for a theological statement that
would reserve accuracy for God alone and deny humans the ability to give accu-
rate accounts of the world. This was not a disavowal of God’s complete separation
from the world as its creator but rather a commitment to keep using the concep-
tual vocabulary of Islamic theology to describe things, instances, substances, and
accidents. It was a stable vocabulary that enabled Ibn Firak to understand and
then explain how God and human fitted together in the world.

Acquisition (kasb)
In Ibn FaraK’s A ari School of Islamic theology, one of the primary ways that God
and humanity fitted together was the theory of the acquisition of acts. This was a
theory that explained how human beings could act in a world entirely created and
controlled by God, and it gave scholars an account of human action and moti-
vation with which to negotiate the ethics of theodicy. (See Frank and Thiele.)
Human beings can exert force on the objects in the world and be accountable for
their actions, but the actual movement of the object in question is in fact done
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by God. Humans are only local agents, and God is the real agent of change.** Ibn
Farak’s account of this core doctrine used the word ma‘na a great deal.

Ibn Farak wrote that “ability is a ma‘na that happens and is an accident. It
does not subsist in itself, but rather it subsists in the living substance.”** Humans
can be accurately described as having ability,* and God created it, just he created
the actual smell of something at the same time as the ma‘na of smell occurred
in the human in question. These ma‘ani are in human beings, while the actual ref-
erents of the ma‘ani are created concurrently by God in the extramental world.*
Humans may appear to be agents, but this is an illusion created by the divine
action happening at the same time as the human cognition. On this reading the
category of ma'na becomes utterly central to one of the most famous doctrines of
Ibn Farak’s As“ari School of theology.

Ibn Farak thought that ability was a ma'na in the living extramental substance
of another human or animal. But the word he used for this accidental quality was
the same word that he used for human mental contents, and for his own cognition
of those accidental qualities, a cognition that he could express in speech. It is not
possible to show that he considered these two types of ma‘na as separate catego-
ries. On the contrary, the text itself shows how they overlap. The sentence quoted
above is bracketed by the statement that “ability” is in the same ma‘na as “capa-

» «

bility,” “potentiality;’ and more. Using our Anglophone conceptual vocabulary, it
makes little sense to say that “ability;” “capability; and “potentiality” are all one
and the same factor in an extramental substance, unless one means that “ability;’
“capability;” and “potentiality” are all words for the same thing. Our conceptual
vocabulary tends to push us either into a cognitive process in which the words
“ability,” “capability,” and “potentiality” are judged to have the same meaning or
into an extramental reality where “ability” is a faculty that exists in another living
being. But Ibn Firak’s conceptual vocabulary runs the two options together in the
same sentence. There is no evidence that he considered them as either separate or
different.

But Ibn Farak was a theologian equipped and prepared to make distinctions

between language, mind, and reality. If he wanted to stress that something was
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linguistic rather than extramental truth, he did so. If he wanted to stress that what
he was talking about was a real thing out in the extramental physical world, he did
so. But here, at a central theological, ethical, and philosophical moment, he built
a theory of the acquisition of acts that made none of those sharp distinctions. On
the contrary, he used a conceptual vocabulary of ma‘na that elided the distinction
between epistemology and ontology as if it were irrelevant to his concerns.

The selfsame doctrine of acquisition that he put forward may have enabled him
to do this. The barriers that divide language, mind, and reality were lowered by
God, who created both the ma‘ani in human minds that made sense of action in
the world and the extramental ma‘ani that constituted that action. God managed
both human cognition and extramental physics; humans still thought about phys-
ics with their cognitive processes, and ma‘na was the stuff of both. It is the trans-
lation process that makes us take a stand on the location of the ma‘ani, not the
theological texts themselves. Ibn Farak thought that both mind and reality were
created and God had exactly the same amount of control over each one. God’s
control came through an account of causation that was occasionalist. Everything
was created at its instant, and God could choose the opposite of the expected out-
come or the visible accident at any time. (The undeniable existence of patterns in
the world did nothing to disprove this, for God could choose to break them with
miracles).*® Bodies continued to exist only because God kept on renewing their
continuance.”” The same was true of accidents.”®® Ma‘na was a fundamental epis-
temological category that allowed Ibn Firak to talk about God while maintaining
his commitment to monotheism, to develop a theory of extramental qualities and
accidents, and to fit language, cognition, and perception together.

God'’s Speech

Let us hold onto this reading of ma‘na as mental content and move on to three
more quaestiones that are familiar to Arabists. The theological doctrines of God’s
speech, God’s names, and speech in the soul all deal with the nexus of language,
mind, and reality, and all three help us understand what eleventh-century scholars
thought language was and how they thought it worked. Language was the primary
conduit between humans and the divine. So what did God do when he wanted

106, cpr Lo wly ol dle VL o o8 o ) i al 5 LIS sl B Lo 015
aSUy s O e it e alais O Tl 0ISTy V) 5 4 1 el Sl 258 e A 28
o By bslall Dsg DSy Bt 0,8 Ll 5olall By L . o 23 Sl g Bl 3 6 e
ws&)\. Ibn Farak (1987, 131.7-9, 134.7-9). )

107. Yo Yim o ) Ai.>w Ll A (..o,d\ :)b Ibn Farak (1987, 238.18-19).

108, 3 Jomrady . . .A:-Uc,;)w;:fi\.@,ug%gi Sﬁ)c@Vuzu%ﬁw;u&;@;\m)
J:Lf::» uj\;- Ibn Farak (1987, 12.22-13.3).



THEOLOGY 133

to communicate vital information to his creation? He spoke. Ibn Farak said on
more than one occasion that absent such divine speech we are not in a position to
determine much of what we should do, or much of what we could know to be true.
God spoke to make the ma‘ani of his speech clear to his creation. These ma‘ani
were available to humanity, and according to the same principles of occasionalism
laid out above, God controlled this access.” Ibn Farak did not put as much effort
as many of his contemporaries into determining the literary processes through
which God communicated, agreeing with the prevalent assumption that God
did so in an inimitably perfect way but not going into any great detail about how
that perfection was inimitable. (The question of inimitability received substan-
tially more attention from ar-Ragib and al-Gurgani.) For Ibn Farak, the Quran
was a miracle because it was eloquent, well structured, grammatically correct, and
contained information humans would not otherwise have known.”* He was more
interested in the ontological and epistemological status of the speech itself.

God’s speech was not an accident. On the contrary: it had a rare status for Ibn
Farak as a ma‘na that was actually in God’s very essence, with all the eternality,
combination, and overlap that that might entail.™ In the long-running debate on
whether this eternality was a problem for Islamic monotheism, Ibn Farak held that
the Quran’s eternal ma 'na was in God’s self, and the instances of it in human writ-
ing or recitation, or indeed divine writing on the heavenly preserved tablet, were
outside, created, and accurately accounted for as no longer eternal.”

Ma'ani were therefore facts about how reality actually is, cognitive judgments
that human beings make about reality, human thoughts and ideas that may or
may not have anything to do with the world outside, the referents of the speech
that humans engage in with one another, or the divine message that God seeks to
communicate to humanity. God could choose to put them in human minds, or
in external things, or in both. (Compare the ninth-century statement reported
by al-Gahiz, via Jeannie Miller: “God can do what he wishes with names, just as
he can do what he wishes with ma‘ani.”)™ A translation strategy that identifies
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ma‘nd as a core subject matter of Islamic theology helps us understand how this
discipline can sometimes look on the surface as if it is all about naming, while
at the same time it is also clearly very much about things. Ma‘ani are the link.
Omnipresent across the practice of Islamic theology (itself a “science of speech”),
when ma‘ani are expressed in language by a theologian, they inevitably become
the mental content of that theologian along the way. (Cf. Frank on this same
topic.)™ But it is our conceptual vocabulary in English that forces us to posit the
requirement for a movement from extramental fact or divine attribute to men-
tal content. In Ibn Farak’s conceptual vocabulary there was no such movement;
ma‘na did not become mental content after having been an extramental or divine
entity. It was just ma‘na.

So much of Islamic theology was about naming. This is one way we can read
it as a “science of speech” (‘ilm al-kalam); the process in which the theologians
were engaged was a process of making sure their ma‘ani were aligned with God’s
ma‘ani. Whether they were talking about his divine attributes or the physical
forces observable in his creation, eleventh-century theologians were concerned to
ensure that their minds had correctly and accurately mapped his ma‘ani. For the
backstop to these processes was always divine, whether it was the divinely placed
lexicon that determined an accurate account or the divine act of creation that
put the ma’'na of movement into a rolling ball and the ma‘na referent of speech
into the minds of humans engaged in conversations with each other. God aligned
ma‘ani across the divide between this world and the heavens; the Quran was the
moment when he did this with the Arabic language.

God’s Names

Ibn Farak’s fifteenth chapter is titled “Further Discussion Clarifying al-A§‘arf’s
Positions on the Ma‘ani of God’s Names and Attributes Appearing in the Quran,
Sunnah, and Community Consensus.”” The theological category at stake here is
ma‘nd, which determines and structures the divine names and attributes. Ma‘ani
are, in effect, a set of ontological and cognitive pigeonholes into which different
linguistic descriptions or theological functions can be placed by the theologian.
For example, God is described as eternal, and the ma'na of this description is that
God is prior in existence to everything else, for ever. This is then the same ma‘na
as the description of God as without beginning."® The two linguistic descriptions
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go in the same ma‘na pigeonhole. Ibn Farak had a theological concept of a criti-
cal aspect of God’s divine nature: God was older than everything else. This was a
ma‘nd. He then placed the linguistic descriptions of God as being eternal or with-
out beginning in this ma‘na. It was a way of thinking that allowed the complex-
ity of theological possibilities to align with human reason, human language, and
revelation. These three arenas revolved around ma‘nd, the core category in which
Ibn Farak’s theological resolutions took place. It was a flexible structure; these
ma‘ani could be subject to internal subdivision. For example, the Arabic word
qadim could apply either to God or to his creation. God used it in the Quran to
describe the way the moon appeared after waning, “like a gadim date-palm stalk”
(In English, we would translate this as “old”)"” The same word was a theologically
permissible description of God himself. (In English, we translate this as “eternal”)
We can therefore give an accurate account of a created thing as gadim if our intent
is simply to refer to something that was before something else. But the gadim that
never ends—that is, God—is different. The ma‘na pigeonhole labeled gadim has
two shelves: one for an eternal God and the other for created things that are old.”®
These options were available for all God’s names: the divine ma‘na was not the
same as the created ma‘nd. (Cf. ar-Ragib’s position that the created ma‘na was part
of the divine ma ‘na.)" And the shelf for the eternal God could have more than one
linguistic description placed therein; not just “eternal” and “without beginning”
but also “first”>° But this pigeonhole metaphor can take us only so far. Can we still
think of ma‘na as mental content? Ibn Firak is not dealing with meanings here; or
if he is, they are unlike “meanings” in English: the ma‘ani are stable categories or
concepts that have ontological salience and can be expressed in language. “Mental
content” is a clumsy placeholder, but it does at least do the job of reminding us
that although the target of his cognition is divine, and although God controls his
cognition, at least some of this work is taking place in the mind of the theologian.

We can see this play out in a series of claims throughout the Mugarrad, where
Ibn Farak reports on al-As$‘arTs determination to place multiple quite different
vocal forms within the same mental content. At one point he equated the mental
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content of eighteen different words from seven separate sets of consonants. This
would have been anathema to Aba Hilal, but al-A§‘ari was not mapping mental
content to make a point about fine semantic differences in the lexicon; he was
making an argument about how human cognition dealt with God and negotiated
the linguistic precedent of revelation: “Although revelation forbids that God be
called ‘supporting’ or ‘able; with regard to the mental content both are correct”*
Al-A§"ari wanted to limit the number of things that could qualify God; with
ma‘ani structured in this way he could replace eighteen divine attributes with one.

On the level of syntax, Ibn Furak talked about how the morphologies of words
such “he did” and “he is doing” can have different forms while being “in the mental
content” of each other. These are the “mental contents of syntax” (ma‘ani an-nahw)
that we encountered in chapter 2, and will meet again in chapter 7 on poetics.”
It was a model of reference in which vocal forms existed, and both grammarians
and theologians worked to map them onto mental contents, each according to
his own wishes. These were the same ma‘ani that functioned as epistemological
and ontological pigeonholes. Words referred to them, and they explained and
described extramental objects. God passed his down to humanity through revela-
tion, although he had already created them in human minds.

Speech in the Soul (kalam nafsi)
The final theological topic at the nexus of humanity, God, language, mind, and
reality is the famous (among Arabists!) distinction between speech in the soul
and speech on the lips (kalam nafsi and kalam lafzi). It was a distinction intended
to separate God’s divine speech from human speech, in effect a recognition that
the ma‘na of speech could not quite be the same for the eternal and the tempo-
ral. The standard position shared by Ag‘ari theologians such as Ibn Farak and

of all speech was that it was ma‘ani in the soul, and that verbal (or written) repeti-
tions thereof were indications of that original mental-content fact.
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The following statement from Ibn Farak allows us to fill out more of the pic-
ture with regard to what he thought this mental content looked like when it was
not instantiated in words on the lips or page. An accurate account of mental con-
tent is that it “has no letters, no morphological form, and no syntax. The letters
and sounds with which the indications arrive are expressions of the speech of the
speaker, his commands, prohibitions, and predications. They operate in the same
way as the indications connected to intimations and physical gestures of commu-
nication, all of which serve to indicate the mental contents that subsist in the self”*>

This account of speech as mental content in the soul holds true for both God
and humanity (al-Baqillani).”* It leads to a situation in which God has the eter-
nal divine attribute of speech, and that attribute is of course a ma‘nd, one of the
ma’‘ani that subsist in themselves. At the same time, God’s speech communicates
his ma‘ani and humans receive them via language in their own created minds
as ma‘ani. We do not have a category in English that covers all these bases, but
Arabic did. Vishanoft has perceptively observed, in the context of a discussion of
divine imperatives in which the legal force of the command comes from the ma‘na
rather than the vocal form (sigat al-amr), “Because ma‘na is both attribute and
meaning, the ontological gap between God’s eternal attribute of speech and its cre-
ated expression is also a hermeneutical gap between meaning and the verbal form
that expresses it Ibn Farak (and al-Baqillani) had a core conceptual vocabulary
that assumed ma‘na was both the divine truth that they sought in revelation as
exegetes and the eternal divine truth that they posited as theologians. In English,
we would call the latter “an attribute” and the former “a meaning” But eleventh-
century Arabic used the same word.

We learn here that the ma‘ani we have been in pursuit of since the first page of
this book do not for Ibn Furak come in the shape of words. But do they come in
the shape of language? Are ma‘ani some language of thought that does not neces-
sarily have sound, letters, or syntax but that does still order itself in the pragmatic
categories of command, prohibition, and predication? Is this what is sometimes
called “speech” (as noted by Frank)?=* Ibn Farak does not provide us with the
answers to all these questions. What he does give us is a systematic account of how
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human cognition used ma‘ani to deal with the world and with God. It will be only
with Ibn Sina and al-Gurgani in subsequent chapters that we start to see ma‘'na
given cognitive patterns and rules that stand at a certain remove from the vocal
forms of language itself.

HUMAN ACCURACY

Objective Truth

Arabic theory understood accuracy in a linguistic framework. In this framework,
there were only two ways that the plane of vocal form could connect to the plane of
mental content: an accurate type of connection recorded in the lexicon (haqiqah)
and an alternative type of connection that went beyond the lexicon (magaz). Here
I want to ask how persistent this linguistic framework was in Ibn Farak’s theology.
Did his conception of accuracy always contain the shadow, or even the presence,
of language?

Arabic scholars in the eleventh century and earlier looked for accurate accounts
of both things and ideas. Ibn Farak himself described the task of investigating
knowledge as work on the “accurate mental content of al-A$‘ari”** Pursuit of
“accurate accounts of things” (haqa’iq al-asya’) was one of the most common
ways to describe the practice of philhellenic philosophy (as noted in chapter 2.) In
both these cases, whether words, things, or ideas were at stake, hagigah stood for
getting it right.

Ibn Farak was committed to an objective sphere of truth, and he used haqigah
to describe the accuracy available there. In a discussion of how necessary knowl-
edge (inescapable knowledge, as opposed to what is acquired) must perforce be
shared among all sentient beings, he wrote that if this principle did not hold, and
necessary knowledge was disparately available to different people despite their
equal access to it, “that would lead to collective disavowal of the accurate accounts
and invalidation of the routes toward establishing them”° The accurate accounts
are real knowledge of how things are, knowledge of the sort that would be at stake
were we to lose the equalizing principle that two rational and sentient beings, in
the absence of obstacles, know the same thing in the same way. Ibn Farak clearly
cared as much about the pit of epistemological relativism as Peters and Frank.
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At one of the early points where he criticizes the work of al- Astarabadyi, this accu-
rate discernment of reality is the epistemological point of contention. Al-Astarabadi
was wrong, Ibn Furak said, to write that accurate discernment of the truth or fal-
sity of things was possible only through the Quran, prophetic example, scholarly
consensus, and rational indicators. The problem with this standard list was that it
omitted things that were known via sensory data and historical reports.” Ibn Farak
wanted to extend the sphere of objective truth to include both those categories, and
so to cover both observation and history. But the name both he and al-Astarabadi
gave to what can be accurately known to be true or false was haqigah.

Later on, in chapter 40, Ibn Firak discussed how one person can know something
in two different ways at the same time but cannot have two separate and identical
knowledges of the same thing at the same time. Al-As‘arl apparently deduced this
from the fact that an atheist (ad-dahri, on whom see Patricia Crone)* could know a
body existed (true) while believing it to be eternal (false). If the belief was false, then
it could not be knowledge, “because knowledge has to be of the accurate account of
what is known At this point, the appellation “knowledge” is reserved for those times
when one gets it right (because if one’s knowledge is false, then it is perforce just a
belief) and the test is accuracy; one is right only when one knows the accurate account.

Accurate Language about the World

Accurate language about the world is an epistemological standard of accuracy that
is structured with concepts that came from linguistic accounts of reference. There
is a clear parallel between haqiqah (accuracy) and ma‘na (mental content) here;
both terms emerged from accounts of how language works and were then used
to describe how cognition functions. Their continued use in cognition retains a
strong linguistic flavor.

Let us take Ibn Furak’s report on what al-As‘ari thought about the mental con-
tent of truth: “The vocal form ‘the truth’ contributes to multiple mental contents
according to different aspects of usage. Truth cannot be enumerated in a concise
vocal form?” Al-A§‘ari then compared “truth” to an Arabic word that had mean-
ings so separate that some might call it a homonym in English: ‘adl, the verbal
form of which could be used to say both “he deviated from the truth” and “he
behaved justly.” Al-A§'arl wrote that the accurate account of ‘adl was that, like
“truth,” it could refer to different types of mental content. The next problem was
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a matter of pragmatics, of meaning in context: the question “Is unbelief true or
false?” could be legitimately answered in both the affirmative (because unbelief
is created by God) and the negative (because the unbelief acquired by humans is
forbidden by God).* All these theological problems (two lexical homonyms and
a matter of pragmatics) are linguistic; this is theology as the policing of language
usage against the epistemological reference point of the lexicon. But these are also
cognitive problems about the mental content of truth and the possibility of giving
an accurate account of it. Ibn Farak identified two complementary methodologi-
cal approaches to questions like these. The first was to explain how a vocal form
could have more than one accurate account of its multiple mental contents. This
approach rested on an attitude to the lexicon that assumed different names within
it could point at the same mental content and occupy the same cognitive pigeon-
hole.” The second approach was to posit a category of absolute truth or absolute
justice, for which a single mental content could be established in accordance with
revelatory precedent. The account for “truth” was then ontological rather than lin-
guistic and lexically based: “The mental content of absolute truth is that it is what
has been verified as being and truly exists. . . . It inevitably either is or it will bes

In chapter 8 of the Mugarrad Ibn Fuarak focused on “the mental content of
the accurate account and the mental content of going beyond the lexicon”* He
started by confirming that the accuracy is about more than language: “Our use of
‘accuracy’ may extend beyond vocal forms and statements to what is neither*
Ibn Firak goes on to report that “the accurate account of a thing is the self of that
thing when it is as it is described . . . , and its accurate account is also its mental
content, from which its description is derived” The accurate accounts of “black,’

» « » « » «

“moving;” “long;” “short,” “knowing,” “capable,” and “speaking” are in each case a
» «

mental content, from which these descriptions (“black,” “moving,
on) are derived.” This is a presentation of the accurate account, in which it can

long,” and so
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be used for both words and things. It is complemented by Ibn Farak’s collection
of formal definitions in legal theory, Kitab al-Hudid fi al-Usil, where he writes
that “accuracy’ can be used according to two mental contents, the first of which
is the description of a thing that is its formal definition, its clarification, and the
mental content on account of which this thing deserves that description. The sec-
ond is the accurate account of speech, which also goes back to description in that
it is a speech act according to original lexical placement° In both the Mugarrad
and the Hudiid there are two spheres in which theologians or legal theorists use
hagqiqah, the word for accuracy. One sphere is language: accurate speech accords
with lexical precedent. The other sphere, mental content, has no necessary corre-
late in vocal form and is actually prior to linguistic expression: we derive descrip-
tions of things from the mental contents that are accurate.

Ibn Farak used haqigah as an indicator of accuracy, whether he was talking
about the cognitive mental contents that enabled humans to think about the world
and from which descriptions were derived, or when discussing word usage vis-a-
vis the lexicon. The three domains of reality, mind, and language are inextricably
connected by mental content, which sits in all three levels. We think about the
world with mental content, and we refer to mental content when we talk. We then
evaluate all this mental content according to the standard of the accurate account,
an epistemological tool that enables certain cognitive processes and certain con-
nections between vocal form and mental content to be privileged.

Accurate Accounts of Literature and Physics

The Arabic accurate account was not just a point where words and things combined;
it was also an epistemological judgment that applied to both science and literature.
By “science;” I mean the systematic investigations by eleventh-century Arabic theo-
logians and philosophers into the structure and behavior of the physical and natural
world, and by “literature” I mean the specific set of approaches to aesthetics and
poetry found in this period. For Ibn Firak and his contemporaries these included
the study of imagery and the question of what a metaphor is and how it works, both
tested against a self-consciously aesthetic canon of poetry and prose. This is the
paradigmatically literary territory into which Ibn Farak moves only ten lines or so
into chapter 8. For Arabists, it is no surprise that a discussion of physics (what it is
to be moving) shades so quickly into a literary discussion of how metaphors work.
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It is a familiar feature of the Classical Arabic intellectual landscape and the corol-
lary of its obsession with language; if one cares about language to the extent that its
structures infuse one’s ontology, then one’s care for language cannot but extend to
the creation of language as literature and the criticism thereof. Just as the chapters of
this book move from mental contents in theology to mental contents in poetry, so
Ibn Farak himself makes the same move inside a single short chapter: from accurate
accounts of color and movement in a body to accurate accounts of reference in a line
of poetry. The framework of the accurate account is constant throughout this move,
just as mental content is a permanent part of the conceptual landscape.

Ibn Farak tells us what speech that goes beyond lexical placement looked like
to him: “Some statements and vocal forms are called magaz according to a mental
content that holds them to have moved away from that for which they were lexi-
cally placed to that for which they were not™# This is the accurate account applied
to words and to their usage vis-a-vis the lexicon. It matches the lexicography and
poetics of ar-Ragib that we encountered in the previous chapter, and we will see
al-Gurgani develop it in chapter 7. In the mind of the person who considers a
speech act there is a mental content that constitutes their decision as to whether
the vocal forms of the speech in question still have their original connections to
the mental contents they encompassed in the lexicon. Speech acts consist of vocal
forms and mental contents, while other mental contents make determinations
about those speech acts. This is why I am comfortable translating ma‘na as “men-
tal content” and understanding it as the stuff of cognition; mental content is in
speech and is thought about speech, both part of literature itself and the material
of literary criticism. There is a potential here that will be exploited by al-Gurgani.

When eleventh-century scholars said that speech went beyond the lexicon, they
were giving an account of language that focused on a historic lexical relationship;
a particular vocal form was known in the lexicon of the community to refer to a
particular mental content, and this was the accurate account (haqiqah). As soon as
that link was altered, the speech act went beyond the lexicon (magaz). Ibn Farak,
in this book of his about theology, explained speech that goes beyond the lexi-
con with three examples. The first is from the Quran, when the narrative voice is
decrying those who plotted against the new religious community rather than join-
ing it: “rather it was the scheming of the night and the day”+ Ibn Farak makes
the point that the scheming didn’t really belong to the night or the day but rather
happened during those times. The mental content of the verse is not that either
night or day is a schemer but rather that the scheming took place during night
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or day.® The verse as it stands in the Quran is therefore speech that goes beyond
the lexicon. Accurate speech would be if the relationship of vocal form to mental
content remained unaltered, and the night and day really had schemed. Ibn Farak
then wrote: “This is like the statement of the poet: ‘As for the day, it is in shackles
and chains.” He explained that the mental content was that the shackling occurred
during the day, not that the day was itself actually wearing metal restraints.** The
final example sees him switch back to the Quran and Moses coming across “a wall
that wanted to fall down” Ibn Farak pithily notes that according to an accurate
account walls don’t want to do anything.'s

The accurate account was a test of literature. But it was also a test of eleventh-
century physics; when Ibn Farak wanted to say that accidents do not occupy space
he wrote: “Accidents do not accurately have a spatial aspect, because they do not
touch each other, and one accident cannot be a border for another”+ The accu-
rate account here is an epistemological standard of correctness, not necessarily
connected to any linguistic sphere. This is made clearer a few lines later when he
wrote that in a discussion like this, our expression “spatial aspect” is not accurate,
and neither are the vocal forms “half;” “third,” and “quarter” This is because “the
accurate account of a speaker’s statement ‘I took half a penny’ is that they took a
thing and left its exact like. The expression of this action with ‘half” is a process
of semantic extension.”*# The actual extramental reality of which one can give an
accurate account is made up of atoms. All substances that exist can exist individu-
ally and separately from the rest: “This is the mental content of our statement that
‘the atom cannot be subdivided” and that ‘a substance cannot be divided or halved
in its essence’”* Because the world is actually made of atoms, the only accounts
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that can be strictly accurate according to this account of physics are those that
make statements about individual atoms and their behavior. Every other group-
ing beyond the single atom is semantic extension, a broadening beyond an origi-
nal strict accuracy. Ibn Farak therefore used “accurate account” to identify the
moments when language gave an accurate account of the world as it was in extra-
mental atomic fact. Frank’s translation of hagiqah here is a valuable one: “ana-
lytically strict [and] ontologically designative”# The nature of the world was at
stake here, and the scientific framework being used to make sense of it was fun-
damentally linguistic. Ibn Farak used a core conceptual vocabulary for a scientific
project. Atoms were understood to the extent that they could be spoken about. The
vocabulary needs translation, and the project of naming and subdividing reality is
still taking place in the Large Hadron Collider.

KNOWLEDGE IS EVERYTHING

We have come to understand that ma‘ani were the primary building blocks of Ibn
Farak’s theology. They provided an interface between language, mind, and reality;
they were the raw material for human perception of the world and understanding
of God, and they were the cognitive source of the ideas that humans expressed
in language. Ma‘ani helped structure theological and scientific epistemologies
and were themselves the stuft of those cognitive processes. There is a circularity
here: ma‘na is both how we know and what we know. (Cf. Frank on the Mu ‘tazili
Abu al-Hudayl al-°Allaf, d. 842.)>° Knowledge (‘ilm) was everything. Ibn Farak
was aware of this, and the first chapter of the Mugarrad he titled “Clarification
of al-A§“arTs School of Thought with Regard to the Ma'na of Knowledge and Its
Formal Definition.”s*

Ibn Furak started his chapter on knowledge with what he said was the funda-
mental and central statement of al-A$‘arl around which all his other definitions
of ma“ani revolved, that “the ma‘na of knowledge and its accurate account is that
with which the knower knows the known.* This is concise and circular to the
point of obscurity. But the theological problem that al-A§"ari and Ibn Farak faced
was very real: how humans could best think of the divine. It was problematic to
think of God as having a self that was his knowledge, because it was incoherent
from the human perspective; it did not conform to the universal and accurate
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account of knowledge with which humans worked.” Daniel Gimaret has explained
this doctrine as avoidance of the confusion of substance and accident, with both
God and knower being substance and knowledge an accident. This is more than
plausible, but the conceptual vocabulary of substance and accident is absent from
these passages in al-As‘ari and Ibn Farak.s* When al-A§"ari had discussed the
same doctrine, he talked not about substance and accident but about ma‘na and
how humans conceive of knowledge: it was impossible for God to be “in the same
ma‘na as his attributes. Don’t you see that the route by which it is known that
knowledge is knowledge is that the knower has knowledge?”>> Al-A§‘ar1 was say-
ing that we comprehend the ma‘na of knowledge, we know what knowledge is,
only by thinking of someone knowing something and thereby having knowledge.
Our very conception of knowledge is of someone having it, not that someone is it.
This is why God cannot be knowledge, nor be knowing in his self; we must under-
stand him as having knowledge. (Cf. Frank on Abu al-Hudayl).”

The theological process here is a policing of human speech acts that reflect
human cognitive processes made up of ma‘ani. Al-A§‘ari made this clear in
response to a hypothetical suggestion that God could be neither a knower in him-
self nor a knower with a separate ma‘na. His response was that there is no third
option: the knowledge is either a separate ma‘na, or it is in God himself; we can-
not affirm the knowledge in any other way.”” I think that although it is clumsy, the
translation of ma'na as “mental content” is still viable here: these are theories and
debates about how humans should think of God. The pressure on my translation
comes from the way the word “mental” calls into question whose mind the content
is in. There is no doubt that the theological process is taking place in the mind of
the theologian, but there is equally no doubt that the target of that process, the
ma ‘nad with which God knows, is divine and therefore not in the mind of the theo-
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logian. This is the same problem that we faced with the use of ma‘na in physics:
theologians like Ibn Farak used a conceptual vocabulary based around ma‘na that
did not inherently mark the boundary between the human mind and the world
outside. The tension is a reminder that we do not have a word in English that does
the work ma‘na did in Arabic.

Knowledge was everything, and it was different from other human or divine
actions. One can know a taste, but taste itself is not knowledge.*® Ibn Farak’s
choice of this example reminds us once again that he is seeking to apply to God
conclusions developed with reference to humanity. This is arguably the central
tension of Islamic theology. The lists of ma‘ani other than “knowledge” that he
provided in this first paragraph of his chapter 1 are evidence of this assumption:
“movement, ability, color, and taste,” and then “speech, movement, color, and
taste.” Both lists combine ma‘ani understood to be unquestionably both divine
and human (for example, “speech”) and ma‘ani that are consistently under-
stood as theologically incompatible with God (“color” and “taste”). Ibn Farak
also tells us how al-Ag‘ari asked himself whether the knower knows because
knowledge is knowledge or because such knowledge is relative to the knower
(in the same way as movement is relative to the mover).” Ibn Farak reported
that al-Asari considered both alternatives invalid and wrote that “the knower
knows only on account of that from which the name ‘knower’ is derived for
him?¢ Ibn Farak then commented that “this is an intimation that this is the
ma‘na of ‘knowledge’: that from which it is necessary to derive the name ‘know-
ing’ for whomsoever engages in knowing”®* Once again, a ma‘na with an onto-
logical significance that extends to the divine is constructed with reference to
the lexicon.

Ibn Farak also distinguished knowledge from belief. (The Arabic word is
i‘tigad, which could also be translated as “firmly combined” or “compactly
formed”; see Frank.)> He wrote that the root principle from which belief is
derived “is investigated without ma‘ani.”* In this short passage, Ibn Farak was
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responding to an old Mu ‘tazili doctrine, attributed to al-Gubba’i, that knowledge
is the belief that something is as it is.*** In the roughly contemporary defense of
that doctrine by ‘Abd al-Gabbar, we can see that for the Mu'tazilah there was
a distinction between a broad category of belief and a narrower subcategory of
belief called “knowledge,” in which the belief came with certainty.' This is close
to the As'ari position of Ibn Farak that we encountered above: belief can be false,
but knowledge is accurate.’® The Mu‘tazilah were firm in their location of the
divine attributes in human language and cognition; there is no problem read-
ing ‘Abd al-Gabbar’s ma‘na here as “mental content,” a conceptual category that
was part of the human process of reasoning through the possibilities for accu-
rate description of God. But what are the ma‘ani that Ibn Farak thought were
not involved in belief? One way to think about them is to use the pigeonhole
metaphor suggested above for ma‘ani as categories. Ibn Farak uses ma‘na in his
theology because it provides him with a stable concept that can be separated from
language and applied to both mind and reality (whether that reality is worldly
or divine). If the ma‘ani are stable mental contents that reflect the world, then
they cannot be false; one can of course have a false cognition of them, a flawed
or corrupted idea, but the ma‘na itself is, perhaps, by definition true. We already
know that an accurate human account of a ma'na was called hagigah, and here
we have a remark by Ibn Farak that suggests while ma‘ani are the stuft of human
cognition, they are not the stuff of human false belief or faulty supposition. This
fits with my assumption in chapter 2 that the ma‘ani of theology, lexicography,
and grammar are one single category used in different ways. When scholars say
that the ma‘na of X is Y, they are claiming to report fact. Scholars of course dis-
agreed on the facts, and everyone from lexicographers to theologians disagreed
about ma‘ani, but everyone agreed that in doing so they were concerned with
facts about language, the world, or God. They were concerned, like Ibn Furak,
with knowledge, not belief.
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EVERYTHING IS KNOWLEDGE

When ma‘na worked to establish the strict monotheism of the Islamic God, it
did so by moving the action into the human mind. We have seen scholars in this
chapter reminding us that the words “description” and “attribute” refer to linguis-
tic acts of description. We have not seen them engage in similar reminders that
ma‘na refers to human cognition, but perhaps the reason no scholar said that
ma‘ani were cognitive is that there was no one around to disagree, whereas some
creeds did indeed deny that God’s descriptions and attributes were human and
linguistic. The closest we get to a noncognitive ma‘na is the theory of Mu‘ammar,
and in the absence of extant texts we cannot be sure exactly where he would have
positioned his causal ma‘ani between the mental and extramental realms. All we
can be sure of is that he was using a core conceptual vocabulary that he shared
with contemporary Arabic accounts of how language worked. However, with Ibn
Farak we can at least consider the prospect that his cognitive ma‘ani were located
in human minds and that the effort he expended to prevent God being associated
with internal multiplicity was focused on human cognition of God rather than on
the extramental constitution of the divine being.

When the action moves to the sphere of human cognition, it starts to make
more sense that language would be heavily involved. Again, this enables us to
explain how so much of Islamic theology was about naming: the names given to
things mattered because they reflected mental contents, and the mental contents
reflected the extramental reality of the world. These two vectors of reflection were
then critically evaluated according to the standard of accuracy. Theologians asked
whether the vocal forms of language did in fact accurately reflect mental contents,
and they could turn to the lexicon to adjudicate and negotiate their conclusions.
Theologians also asked whether their mental contents accurately reflected the
extramental world that their senses observed, and they could turn to reason and
logic to adjudicate their conclusions. Theology was science for Ibn Firak and his
contemporaries; the stuff of their debates was human mental content, and they
wanted to make that content as accurate as possible. Humans had mental con-
tents that resulted from their interactions with the world and mental contents
that resulted from their considerations of the divine. Both needed to be assessed
according to lexical precedent, revelatory precedent, reason, and sensory data as
appropriate.

Ibn Farak’s As‘ari theory of the acquisition of acts, as discussed above,"” was
relevant to this picture of human mental content. When we consider that theory,
it seems logical to conclude that God had exactly the same control over human
mental contents as he did over every single other atom or thing in his creation.

167. See section above: “Acquisition”.
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If this is the case, then theology was less about human cognition and reason and
more about what God did with human mental contents. This makes theories like
acquisition seem quite different: God created the human and created the extra-
mental objects with which the human interacted. God also created the movements
of those extramental objects and then created the human mental content that was
human cognition of the movement of the extramental objects. On this reading,
mental content simply provided God with a means to manage human minds. It is
tempting to suggest that conclusions such as these may have been on the minds of
scholars such as Ibn Farak’s pupil al-Qusayri, who contributed to the development
of mystical epistemologies in which ma'ani and haqa’iq, accurate accounts of
mental contents, became increasingly tightly connected to the divine and increas-
ingly distant from the physics and linguistics of Ibn Farak.

However, the observation that A$‘ari occasionalism contributes to a system
in which God’s omnipresence makes the location of ma‘ani irrelevant would not
have made sense to Ibn Farak. His typology of God’s creation (things, instances,
substances, and accidents) did not include ma‘ani,'® which suggests that he did
not see them as a separate ontological category; they were just part of his process
of thinking about things, instances, substances, and accidents. The observation
about occasionalism rather comes out of the process of translating Ibn Farak into
twenty-first-century English, a process that itself requires one to take a position
on the location of the ma‘ani between language, mind, and reality. The conclusion
that I draw here is that ma‘ani were connected to language because they could
always (and only) be expressed in language. This meant that accounts of ma‘ani
were rooted in the lexicon. But Ibn Farak did not see the ma‘ani as dependent
on the lexicon or on human language. They were a category he could separate
from language, a set of conceptual pigeonholes into which theological and physi-
cal concepts could be slotted and from which connections could then be made
to specific linguistic vocal forms in contexts. The translation “mental contents,’
with the caveat that it does not produce fluid or easily read English prose, works
for ma‘“ani on this account. The problem comes with the decision, forced upon us
by the translation process but not necessarily experienced by the authors of these
texts, as to whether the ma‘ani are in human minds, outside in the extramental
world, divine, or, while remaining themselves, in all three.

This is a moment at which some comparative philosophy may be useful.
Twentieth- and twenty-first-century scholars of ancient Greece have encountered
a similar problem with accidents, those Aristotelian nonessential qualities we
encountered earlier in this chapter, and with universals. Mohsen Javadi makes the
following important observation: “All concepts, including universals, exist in the

168. See note 92 above.
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mind as mental qualities, but not [as] instances of substance. . . . Universals . . .
are always present in the mind as mental qualities, as is the case with other
accidents”* In Ibn Farak’s theology we are not dealing with universals, or at least
we are not dealing with the Aristotelian tradition of universals (that continued in
Arabic, as the next chapter will show). But we are dealing with accidents, which
as Ibn Farak said are a subcategory of ma‘ani.”° Javadi locates his clarity about the
location of universals and accidents in the work of, among others, Ibn Sina: “As
far as I know, this problem was not discussed in the West, but we can find a rich
and detailed discussion of it in Muslim philosophy, especially in the discussion of
‘knowledge’ or ‘mental existence’ [al-wugid ad-dihni]”” We will come to Ibn Sina
in the next chapter, where Javadi’s observation will be shown to be correct. Ibn
Sina was working with the same conceptual vocabulary as Ibn Firak and ar-Ragib;
he exploited the potential of ma‘ani to build theories of cognition in a way that his
predecessors in the Arabic Aristotelian tradition had not.

I would like to end this chapter on Ibn Farak with some observations made by
Richard Cross about Duns Scotus (the thirteenth-century Scot whom we met in
chapter 2 when considering the translation of ma‘na as “entitative”): “It makes no
difference at all to cognition whether or not the object of cognition is inherent in
the mind. Just the same causal story is told in both cases, and in both cases we can
think of the mind as somehow or other including its object—even if that object
is external to it” The theory of causality is what is important, not the location of
the object of cognition: “The same nature can be said to exist in reality and in
the mind, and to this extent extramental particulars, or aspects of such external
particulars are, in a qualified way, themselves somehow ‘in the mind’”7* Cross’s
analysis of Scotus has led him to the same point where our reading of Ibn Farak,
an Islamic theologian working three centuries earlier, led us. In both thirteenth-
century Europe and eleventh-century Iran and Irag, a theory of theological phys-
ics could function with what looks to us now like a complete collapse between
mind and world.

I suggested above that the blur between epistemology and ontology in Ibn
Farak could be connected, via the A§‘ari theory of acquisition, to the work of
scholars like al-Qusayri who are usually called “Sufi” or “mystic” I then noted that
this is a connection that makes sense only in hindsight, arises only as an option
in the translation process, and would not have made sense to Ibn Firak himself.
Nevertheless, it is worth considering. Cross engages in a similar process with

169. Javadi (2013, 70).
170. See note 61 above.
171. Transliteration modified from Javadi (2013, 70).

172. Cross (2009, 294 [72]).
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Scotus, and asks whether Scotus’s assumptions “weaken the account of the self,
such that the self is no longer a self-contained whole but extends out into the envi-
ronment too.” This is very much a question couched in the terms of twenty-first-
century philosophy, which is no bad thing. Cross continues: “Mental contents are
‘in’ the mind whether or not they inhere in the mind. To be in the mind, all such
contents have to be are actual objects of occurrent cognition.” This matches the
conclusions drawn in this chapter about ma‘ani: movements in living extramental
bodies and divine attributes are both objects of cognition and mental contents.
The explanation Cross gives for his reading is also useful: “Inner and outer the-
atres have the same observer—the mind or intelligence—and this breakdown of
the distinction between representation and represented hinges on the loosening of
what it is to be ‘in’ the mind: not as such inherent, but simply part of a causal story
originating with semantic contents and issuing in an occurrent cognition.”?

I have no intention of connecting Scotus’s theory of the self to Ibn Farak, nor
of suggesting that Ibn Farak’s ideas necessarily made their way from Baghdad to
the Scottish borders (or more accurately, to Oxford and Cologne). What I would
like to do is use Cross’s reading of Scotus as an alibi for my reading of Ibn Farak
and suggest it as a possible resolution to the problems of interpretation identi-
fied by Frank, Gimaret, and Allard. If the inner and outer theaters of mind and
extramental reality do indeed have the same observer, and that observer is the
human intelligence of the theologian, then it is moot whether ma‘ani are mental
contents, extramental forces and qualities, or divine attributes. Ma'ani were the
stuff of human intelligence, whether it was directed at the operations of grammar
and syntax, linguistic precedent in the lexicon, extramental physics, or the nature
of the divine. They were explicable categories that provided Ibn Farak with episte-
mological stability, clarity, and terminological concision, three merits that are lost
when his Arabic is translated into our English.

173. Cross (2009, 300 [78]).
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