


THE NINETY-NINE BEAUTIFUL NAMES
OF GOD




OTHER BOOKS IN THE ISLAMIC TEXTS SOCIETY
AL-GHAZALI SERIES

FroMm THE Thya’ “uliim al-din
Al-Ghazali on Invocations and Supplications
Al-Ghazili on the Manners Relating to Eating
Al-Ghazali on Disciplining the Soul & Breaking the Two Desires
Al-Ghazili on the Remembrance of Death & the Afterlife
Al-Ghazali on Patience & Thankfulness (forthcoming)

OTHER WORKS

Al-Ghazili Letter to a Disciple (Ayyuha ’l-walad)




AL GHAZALI

THE NINETY-NINE
BEAUTIFUL NAMES
OF GO D-al-Magsad al-asna

f1 sharh asma'Allah al-husna
translated with Notes by

DAVID B BURRELL
and NAZIH DAHER

THE ISLAMIC TEXTS SOCIETY




Copyright © The Islamic Texts Society 1992, 1995
Reprinted 1995, 1997, 1999, 2004, 2007

The Islamic Texts Society
224 Brooklands Avenue, Cambridge, cB2 2DQ, UK

ISBN: 978 0046621 309 cloth
ISBN: 978 0946621 316 paper

ISBN-I0: 0046621 306 cloth
ISBN-I0: 0946621 314 paper

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data.
A catalogue record for this book is
available from the British Library.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication
may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system,
or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic,
mechanical, photocopying, recording, or othenwise,
without the prior written permission of the Publisher.

Cover design copyright © The Islamic Texts Society

Printed in Turkey by Mega Printing.




CONTENTS

Preface vir
F N

THE NINETY-NINE BEAUTIFUL
NAMES OF GOD

Aim of the Book 1
Beginning of the Book 2

PART ONE
CuarTER ONE: Explaining the meaning of ‘name’,
‘named’ and ‘act of naming’ [17] s
CuarTer Two: Explanation of names close in meaning
to one another [36] 24
CuarTER THREE: On the one name which has different
meanings [39] 27

CuAPTER FOUR: On explaining that a man’s perfection
and happiness consists in being moulded by the moral

qualities of God [42] 30
PART TWO
CuarTEr ONE: On Explaining the Meanings of God’s
Ninety-Nine Names [63] 49
Epilogue to this chapter, and an apology [162] 149

CuarTer Two: An Explanation of how these many
names resolve to the essence with seven attributes,
according to the Sunni School [172] 159




NINETY-NINE NAMES

CuAPTER THREE: An explanation of how all of these
attributes resolve to a single essence, according to the
school of the Mu‘tazilites and the philosophers [175]163

PART THREE
CraPTER ONE: Explaining that the names of God are

not limited to ninety-nine [181] 167
CuarTER Two: Explaining the benefits of enumerating
ninety-nine names specifically [184] 170

CHAPTER THREE: Are the names and attributes applied to
God based on divine instruction, or permitted on the
basis of reason? [192] 177

Notes 183
Index of Divine Names 197
Index of Persons 201
Bibliography 202
General Index 204

VI




PREFACE

‘We present this translation of al-Ghazali’s treatise on the ninety-
nine beautiful names of God as a way of allowing those hitherto
unfamiliar with Islamic thought to taste something of the
reflective capacities of a man who has continued to be recognized
as a philosophical theologian over the centuries. The treatise
is based in practice: the custom on the part of Muslims to
recite the names of God culled from the Qur’an in a traditional
order, usually using a set of 33 beads (subha) to assist them
in enumerating the names. These names recall the attributes
whereby God has made Himself known in revelation, and which
also connect human expression with matters divine. So to recall
God as ‘the merciful One’ is to allude to those verses of the
Qur’an where God is so named, as well as experiences of mercy
we may have had. The connection between our experience
and the reality of God’s mercy may be tenuous, but the verbal
connection provides a slender thread, at least, so that reciting
these divine names allows us to bring God into our ambit. Yet
the fact that names are more than attributes, because God uses
them of Himself in revealing Himself to the Prophet, saves our
recitation from reducing God to our experience.

Such at least is the strategy which Ghazali takes in offering
this commentary on a practice. Part One canvasses some of the
conceptual issues involved, such as differentiating name from
attribute, outlining what is involved in the act of naming, and
how names relate to the objects they purport to name. His
reflections here mirror some of the issues currently debated
in philosophical circles, to show that these matters defy easy
resolution. Part Two addresses each name in the traditional
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list (of AbQi Hurayra), first noting how our use of the term to
attribute certain features to God may be clarified and purified
so as to provide a helpful, rather than a misleading, pointer to
the reality which the Qur’an names in God. The second part
“of his treatment of each name is normally introduced by the
term ‘Counsel’ (tanbih), and intends to offer counsel on how
individual believers might themselves have a share in this divine
attribute, and thereby make themselves more pleasing to God.
An epilogue to this section explores diverse explanations of this
sharing in the attributes of God, and Ghazali’s own positions
regarding the Sufi tradition are clarified; while chapters 2 and
3 relate his treatment to a traditional religious ordering of the
names as well as to philosophers’ views on the divine nature.
Part Three inquires about names not found in the traditional
list but present in the Qur’an (or in subsequent tradition), the
benefits of enumerating the names in their traditional order, and
the relative freedom which believers may enjoy in adding names
to those given by God Himself.

Abt Hamid al-Ghazali (1058-1111) has been credited with
establishing a fruitful rapport between Sufism and traditional
Islam (sunna.) He made his own intellectual and spiritual journey
available to us (see McCarthy in bibliography) so that one can
grasp the role which Sufi writings played in his own life, as
well as the time he spent in seclusion to devote himself to Sufi
devotional practices. His relation to this spiritual movement
seems to the reader to be more intellectual than that of a
thoroughgoing ‘seeker’, however, and many have remarked that
he nowhere speaks of having a master—a decisive criterion for
authentic Sufi ‘seekers’. Whatever we make of this, there is
no doubt that his debt to Sufism is great, and that this work
intends to register it explicitly. For the recitation of the names
of God, indeed their continual repetition, was a ritual dear to
Sufis, as a way of allowing the word of God to penetrate to their
hearts. So the very structure of Ghazali’s treatise, as well as some
of the specific reflections, displays the practice of this tradition.
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Preface

We have fixed on the summary works of Anawati-Gardet and
of Annemarie Schimmel to supply background for his Sufi
references. Daniel Gimaret’s Les noms divins en Islam appeared
while the manuscript was being prepared for publication, so
we have added references to it where appropriate. Anyone
spurred on by this work to explore the range of commentary
on the ‘beautiful names of God’, will be amply rewarded by
Gimaret’s comprehensive treatment, which links Ghazal’s work
with predecessors and successors to mine a rich vein of Islamic
thought and life.

The critical text of Fadlou Shehadi has served as the basis
of our translation, as well as providing references for the hadiths
which Ghazali cites: by author, book and section numbers
from the standard works—where these could be identified. Our
procedure was to meld independent renderings after considerable
discussion, assisted by lexical works like Jabre and Kazimirski.
We are especially grateful to Fadlou Shehadi for his scrutiny
of our version of Part One, although we wish to assume full
responsibility for whatever infelicities may mar this translation. A
special word of thanks to Cheryl Reed, whose devoted attention
to version after version assured an error-free final text. We are
indebted to the Islamic Texts Society for an initial grant, which
allowed us to establish a summer’s intensive working pattern,
as a model for our collaborative efforts through the academic
year 1987-88. Moreover, the hospitality of Aisha and Faarid
Gouverneur, and of Batul Salazar, together with the assistance
of Timothy Winter, in Cambridge during July 1989, proved
invaluable to bringing this work to term—however incomplete
one always feels that to be when attempting to render faithfully
the thought of another.

With a few exceptions, we have accepted as English equiva-
lents for the Names the rendering offered in Titus Burckhardt,
Mirror of the Intellect (Cambridge: Quinta Essentia, 1987). We
have followed standard rules for transliteration. We have been
helped, in identifying hadith references, beyond those traced by
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Shehadi, by a recent edition of the text completed as a disserta-
tion at al-Azhar University in Cairo by “Isa “Abdullah “Ali, in

'the Faculty of Doctrine and Philosophy (Cairo: Dir al-Mustaf3,
1988). We have included Shehadi’s references to al-Mughni “an
haml al-asfar, by “Abd al-Rahim b. al-Husayn al-‘Iraqi, which
appears in the lower half of the pages of Ghazalis IThya’ “uliim
al-din (Cairo, 1928), as a way of identifying hadith which appear
in the IThya’ as well as in this work. Terms or names which
become common coinage, like hadith or our author al-Ghazili,
are anglicized after their initial use, as are the abbreviations for
recurring references noted in the bibliography. Page references
to Shehadi’s critical text appear in brackets in our text.




THE
NINETY-NINE BEAUTIFUL
NAMES OF GOD

AIM OF THE BOOK [I1]

In the Name of God the Infinitely Good, the Merciful

RAISE BE TO GOD, alone in His majesty and His might,

and unique in His sublimity and His everlastingness, who

clips the wings of intellects well short of the glow of His

glory, and who makes the way of knowing Him pass through the

inability to know Him; who makes the tongues of the eloquent

fall short of praising the beauty of His presence unless they use

the means by which He praises Himself, and use His names and

attributes which He has enumerated. And may blessings be upon

Muhammad, the best of His creatures, and on his companions
and his family.

Now, a brother in God—great and glorious—to answer
whom is a religious duty, has asked me to elucidate the meanings
of the most beautiful names of God. His questions were inces-
sant, and made me take one step forward and another backward,
hesitating between heeding his inquiry and so satisfying the duty
of brotherliness, or declining his request by following the way
of caution and deciding not to venture into danger, for human
powers fall far short of attaining this goal.

How else could it be? For two things deter a discerning
person from plunging into such a sea. First of all, the matter
itself represents a lofty aspiration, difficult to attain and uncertain
of accomplishment. For it is at the highest summit and represents
the farthest of goals, such that minds are bewildered by it and the
sight of intellects falls far short of its principles, not to mention
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its farthest reaches. How could human powers follow the way of
investigation and scrutiny regarding the divine attributes? Can
the eyes of bats tolerate the light of the sun? [12]

The second deterrent: declaring the essence of the truth
of this matter all but contradicts whatever the collectivity has
hitherto believed. Now weaning creatures from their habits
and familiar beliefs is difficult, and the threshold of truth is too
exalted to be broached by all or to be sought after except by
lone individuals. The nobler the thing sought after the less help
there is. Whoever mixes with people is right to be cautious;
but it is difficult for one who has seen the truth to pretend
not to have seen it. For one who does not know God—great
and glorious—silence is inevitable, while for one who knows
God most high, silence is imposed. So it is said: ‘for one who
knows God, his tongue is dulled’. But the sincerity of the
original request, together with its persistence, overcame these
excuses. So I asked God—great and glorious—to facilitate what
is right and be liberal in rewarding by His graciousness and His
benevolence and His abundant generosity; for He is the liberal
and generous One, indulgent to His servants.

THE BEGINNING OF THE BOOK [13]

We have seen fit to divide the discussion in this book into three
parts. Part One will treat preliminary and introductory matters;
Part Two, goals and objectives; Part Three supplementary and
complementary matters. The chapters of the first part will
consider the goals in an introductory and preparatory way, while
the chapters of the third part are attached to them so as to
complement and complete them. But the core of what we are
seeking is contained in the middle part.

As for the first part, it includes (1) explaining the truth of
what is to be said concerning the name, the named, and the
act of naming, (2) exposing the errors into which most groups




Part One

have fallen regarding this matter, and (3) clarifying whether it
is permitted for those names of God which are close to one
another in meaning—like al-“Azim (the Immense), al-Jalil (the
Majestic), and al-Kabir (the Great)—to be predicated according
to a single meaning so that they would be synonymous, or must
their meanings differ? Furthermore, (4) it explains about a single
name which has two meanings: how does it share these two
meanings? Is it predicated of both of them, as a general predicate
of the things it names [as ‘animal’ is said of a lion and a lamb],
or must it be predicated of one of them in particular? Finally, (5)
it explains how man shares in the meaning of each of the names
of God—great and glorious.

The second part includes (1) the clarification of the meaning
of the ninety-nine names of God and (2) the explanation how
the people of the Sunna reduce them all to an essence with
seven attributes, and (3) how the doctrine of the Mu‘tazilites
and the philosophers reduces them to a single essence without
multiplicity. [14]

The third part explains (1) that the names of God most high
exceed the ninety-nine by divine instruction, and explains (2)
how it is permissible to describe God most high by whatever
may qualify Him even if no permission or divine instruction be
found—so long as it is not prohibited. Finally, it explains (3)
the advantage of the enumeration and specification of the one
hundred-minus-one names.







& PART ONE &

CHAPTER ONE

On showing the meaning of the name,
the named and the naming

ANY have plunged into the matter of the name and the

thing named, and taken different directions, and most
of the groups have deviated from the truth. Some say (a) that
the name is the same as the thing named, but other than the
act of naming, while others say (8) the name is other than the
thing named, but the same as the act of naming. Still a third
group, known for its cleverness in constructing arguments and
in polemics [kalam], claims (c) that the name (c.1) can be the
same as the thing named, as we say of God most high that He
is essence and existent; and that the name can also be other
than the thing named, as in our saying that God is creator and
provider. For these indicate creating and providing, which are
other than Him. So it can be such that the name (c.2) may not
be said either to be the same as the thing named or other than it,
as when we say ‘knowing’ and ‘powerful’: both refer to knowing
and power, yet attributes of God cannot be said to be the same
as God or other than Him.

Now the dispute (a, B) comes down to two points: (1)
whether or not the name is the same as the act of naming, and
(2) whether or not the name is identical with the thing named.
The truth is that the name is different from both the act of
naming and the thing named, and that those three terms are
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distinct and not synonymous. There is no way to show the truth
of this matter without explaining the meaning of each one of
the three words separately, and then explaining what we mean
when we say: ‘x is the same as y’ or ‘x is other than y’. For
this is the method of uncovering the truth in such things, and
whoever departs from this method will not succeed at all.

For every asserted knowing—that is, whatever is susceptible
of assertion or denial—is without doubt a proposition consisting
of a subject [qualified] and a predicate [quality], and the relation
of predicate to the subject. So it is inevitable that knowledge
of the subject and its definition precede the assertion by way of
conceiving [18] its definition and its essential reality, followed
by the knowledge of the predicate and its definition by way
of conceiving its definition and its essential reality, and then
attending to the relation of this predicate to the subject: whether
it exists in it or is denied of it. For whoever wants to know, for
example, whether angels are eternal or created must first know
the meaning of the word ‘angel’, then the meaning of ‘eternal’
and ‘created’, and then determine whether to affirm or deny
one of the two predicates of ‘angel’. Likewise, there is no escape
from knowing the meaning of ‘name’ and of ‘thing named’, as
well as knowing the meaning of identity and difference, so that
one may conceivably know whether the name is identical or
different from the thing named.’

In explaining the definition and essential reality of the name,
we say that things have existence as individuals, in speech, or in
minds. Existence as individuals is the fundamental real existence,
while existence in the mind is cognitional, formal existence;
and existence in speech is verbal and indicative. So heaven,
for example, has existence in itself as an individual reality;
then existence in our minds and souls, because the form of
heaven is impressed in our eyes and then in our imagination,
so that even if heaven were to disappear, for example, while
we survived, the representation of heaven would still be present
in our imagination. This representation, moreover, is what
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Part One: Chapter One

is expressed in knowledge, for it is the likeness of the object
known since it is similar to it and corresponds to it, much as the
image reflected in a mirror is similar to the external form facing
it.

As for what exists in speech, it is the word composed of
three [19] segmented sounds: the first of which is expressed by
[the letter] sinn, and second by mim, and the third by alif, as when
we say ‘sama’”’[‘heaven’]. Our saying indicates what is in the
mind, and what is in the mind is a representation of that which
exists, which corresponds to it. For if there were no existence
in individuals, there would be no form impressed on the mind,
and if there were no form impressed on the mind and no man
conscious of it, it would not be expressed in speech. So the
word, the knowledge, and the object known are three distinct
things, though they mutually conform and correspond; and are
sometimes confused by the dull-witted, and one of them may
fail to be distinguished from the other.?

How could these objects fail to be distinguished from one
another, given the properties associated with each of them which
are not connected with the other? Insofar as man, for example,
exists as an individual, sleeping and waking, living and dead,
standing, walking and sitting, are all associated with him. But
insofar as man exists in minds, subject and predicate, general and
specific, universal and particular, proposition and the like are
associated with it. And insofar as man exists in speech, Arabic or
Persian or Turkish are associated with it, as well as having many
or few letters, and whether it be a noun, a verb, or a particle,
and the like. This existence is something which can differ from
time to time, and also vary according to the usage of countries,
whereas existence in individuals and in the mind never varies
with time or with cultures.

If you have understood this, leave aside for the time being
the existence which is in individuals and in minds, and attend
to existence in speech, for that pertains to our goal. So we say:
words consist of segmented letters, posited by human choice to

7
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indicate individual things. They are divided into what is posited
primarily and what is posited secondarily. [20]

What is posited primarily is like your saying ‘heaven’, ‘tree’,
‘man’, and the like. And what is posited secondarily is like
your saying ‘noun’, ‘verb’, ‘particle’, ‘command’, ‘negation’,
and ‘imperfect [tense]’. We have said that these are posited
secondarily because the words posited to indicate things are
divided into (1) what indicates a2 meaning in something other
than itself, and so is called a particle,® and (2) what indicates
a meaning in itself. And the latter—what indicates meaning
in itself—is divided into (2.1) what indicates the time of the
existence of that meaning, and is called a verb—like your saying
‘he hit’, ‘he hits’ [or ‘he will hit’]; and (2.2) what does not
indicate time, and is called a noun—Ilike your saying ‘heaven’ or
‘earth’.# First of all, words were posited to indicate individuals,
after which nouns, verbs and particles were posited to indicate
the types of words; because after being posited, words also
became existent individuals and their images were formed in
minds and so were suited in turn to be indicated by movements
of the tongue.

It is conceivable that there be words posited in third and
fourth place, so that when nouns are divided into types, and
each division is known by a name, that noun will be in the third
rank, as when one says, for example, that nouns are divided into
indefinite and definite, or some other division. The point of all
this is that you understand that the noun goes back to a word
that was posited secondarily. So if one says to us: what is the
definition of a noun? we say: it is a word posited to indicate;
and we might add to that what distinguishes it from particles and
verbs. At this time our goal is not to formulate the definition
precisely; but simply to show that what is intended by a name is
the meaning which is in the third rank, which belongs to speech,
leaving aside what is in individuals or in minds.

Now if you understand that the name is simply the word
posited for indicating, you should know [21] that everything

8




Part One: Chapter One

posited for indicating has a positor, a positing, and the thing
posited. The thing posited is called the named, and it is the
thing indicated insofar as it is indicated. And the positor is
called namer, while the positing is called naming. One says that
someone names his son when he posits a word indicating him,
and his positing is called naming. The term ‘naming’ may also
be applied to mentioning the name posited, as when one calls
a person, saying ‘O Zayd!” we say that he named him. But if
he said ‘O Abu Bakr’, we say he named him by his agnomen’
So the term ‘naming’ is common to positing the name and to
mentioning it, although it seems that positing is more deserving
of it than mentioning.’

Name, naming, and named are analogous to motion, moving,
mover, and moved. And these are four different terms which
indicate different notions. ‘Motion’ indicates transition from
place to place, while ‘moving’ refers to the initiation of this
motion, and ‘mover’ to the agent of the motion, while ‘moved’
indicates the thing in which the motion is, along with its coming
forth from the agent—unlike ‘the moving one’, which refers
only to the place in which the motion is and not to the agent.
If the meanings of these terms are now clear, let us consider
whether it is possible to say about them that they are the same
or different from one another.

This question will not be understood, however, unless one
knows the meaning of ‘different from’ [or ‘other than’] and
‘same as’. Our saying ‘is the same as’ is used in three ways. One
way corresponds to saying ‘wine [khamr] is wine [‘ugar] or ‘lion
[layth] is lion [asad]’. This goes for everything which is one in
itself yet has two synonymous names whose meanings in no way
differ, neither by addition or subtraction, but only in their letters.
Such names are called synonymous. [22]

The second way corresponds to the saying ‘the sharp sword
[sarim] is the sword [sayf]” or ‘the sword made of Indian steel
[muhannad] is the sword [sayf]’. This differs from the first way,
for these names differ in meanings and are not synonymous.

9
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For sarim refers to a sword insofar as it is cutting, and muhannad
points out the sword’s relation to India, while sayf refers merely
to the thing indicated with no indication of anything else. Only
synonymous terms differ simply in their letters and not in any
addition or subtraction. So let us call this category ‘inter-
locked’, since ‘sword’ enters into the comprehension of the
three terms while some of them indicate something more along
with it.

The third way occurs when one says ‘snow is white and
cold’, so that white and cold are one, and white is the same
as cold. This is the more far-fetched way, since their unity is
due to the unity of the subject posited with the two predicates,
meaning that one individual subject is qualified by whiteness
and coldness. In short, our saying ‘it is the same as’ indicates a
plurality which is one in some respect. For if there were no unity,
one could not say ‘it is one with’; and without a plurality there
would be no ‘it is identical with’, for this expression indicates
two things. x

Let us return to our purpose and say: whoever thinks that
the name is the same as the named, by analogy with synonymous
terms—as in saying ‘wine [khamr] is wine [“ugar]'—commits a
serious error. For the meaning of ‘named’ is different from
the meaning of ‘name’, as we have shown that the name is a
word which indicates, whereas the named is the thing indicated,
and it may not even be a word. Furthermore, the name is
Arabic or Persian or Turkish, as posited by Arab, Persian, or
Turk; whereas the thing named may not be of that sort. In
asking about the name, one says ‘what is it?’, but in asking about
the named, one might say: ‘who is he?” As when a person is
present, we say: ‘what is his name?’ and someone says ‘Zayd’;
while if we ask about him, one says: ‘who is he?” And if [23]
a handsome Turk is named with an Indian name, it will be
said that the name is ugly but the one named handsome. Or if
he is named with a multi-lettered name, which is burdensome
to articulate, it will be said: the name is burdensome yet the
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Part One: Chapter One

one named is light. Furthermore, the name may be a figure of
speech, but not the one named. Or the name may be changed
in translation, but not the one named. All this should apprise
you that the name is other than the thing named. If you ponder,
you will find differences other than these, but the discerning one
is satisfied with a little and the dull-witted will only be confused
by more.

As for the second way, if it is said that the name is the thing
named, in the sense that the thing named is derived from the
name and enters into it, as ‘sword’ enters into the meaning
of ‘sharp sword’, then it would be necessary that naming, the
namer, the thing named, and the name all be one, because all of
them derive from the name, and indicate it. But this is reckless
talk; like saying that motion, moving, mover, and moved are
one since all are derived from motion—and that is wrong. For
‘motion’ refers to transition with no indication of the place,
agent or action, while ‘mover’ indicates the agent of motion,
and ‘moved’ the place of motion together with its being acted
upon—unlike ‘the one that moves’, for it refers to the place
or motion without indicating its being something acted upon;
while ‘moving’ refers to the action or the movement without
any indication of its agent or place. These are different realities,
although movement is not extrinsic to any of them.

Motion may be conceived in one way as a reality in itself,
or conceived in relation to an agent. But this relationship is not
something added, for the relationship is conceived as between
two things, and something added is conceived as one with
the thing. Furthermore, conceiving its relation to place is not
the same as conceiving its relation to an agent. [24] How is
that? The relation of motion to place and its requirements is
necessary to it, while its relation to an agent is speculative—
that 1s, it requires a judgment regarding the existence of two
relations without representation. Similarly, the name has an
indication and a thing indicated, which is the thing named, and
positing the name is the action of a free agent, and that is the

11




NINETY-NINE NAMES

naming. So this interlocking is not like the inclusion of ‘sword’
in the meaning of ‘sharp sword’ [sarim] or of ‘sword made of
Indian steel’ [muhannad)], because a sharp sword is a sword with
an attribute, and the same with muhannad, so that ‘sword’ is
contained within them. But the thing named is not a name with
an attribute, nor is the act of naming a name with an attribute,
so this interpretation does not work here either.

As for the third way, which refers to the unity of the object
with a combined property, this again—with its farfetchedness—
does not obtain in the name and the named nor in the name
and the act of naming, so that it could be said that a single thing
is posited in order to be called a name and a naming, as in the
example of snow—where one meaning was qualified by cold and
white. Neither is it like saying: the faithful one [al-siddig]—may
God be pleased with him—is Ibn Abi Quhafa’?, because this is to
be interpreted that the person who is described as “faithful’ is the
same as the one who is related by birth to Abi Qubhafa. So the
expression ‘is the same as’ signifies the unity of the thing posited
while it definitively asserts that there is a difference between the
two qualifications. For the meaning of ‘the faithful one’—may
God be pleased with him—differs from the meaning of filiality
to Aba Quhafa.

Neither the literal nor the metaphorical interpretations of ‘is
the same as’ come at all close to the relation of name to thing
named, or name with the act of naming. The essential reality
of the formula [*x is same as y’] resolves to synonymy of names,
as in our saying that a lion [layth] is a lion [asad]—granted that
there be no linguistic difference between the meanings of the
two words. And if there be a difference between them, let
[25] another example be sought. This resolves to the unity of
the essential reality with a multiplicity of names. For it is clear
that our saying ‘is the same as’ presupposes multiplicity in one
respect and unity in another. The most authentic respect will be
that of unity in meaning and multiplicity in words alone. This
much should suffice to show how little this long-winded dispute

12




Part One: Chapter One

achieves. It has become clear to you that ‘name’, ‘naming’, and
‘named’ are words with different meanings and intentions, so it
is proper to say of one of them that it is not the second, and not
that it is the same as the second, because ‘other than’ contrasts
with ‘same as’.

As for the third position (c), dividing the name into (c.1)
what is the same as the named and what differs from it, and
(c.2) into what is neither the same nor different, it is farthest
from what is right and the most confused of all the positions,
unless (C.1) be interpreted as if to say: the name itself was not
intended by the name which was divided into three types, but
rather the meaning of the name and the thing indicated was
intended by that division. But the meaning of the name is other
than the name: the meaning of the name is the same as the thing
indicated, and the thing indicated is not the indication. And
this division, which has already been mentioned, deals with the
meaning of the name. For it is right to say: the meaning of the
name might be the essence of the thing named dnd its essential
reality and quiddity, and these are (1) names of kinds which are
not derived—as when we say ‘man’, ‘knowledge’, or ‘white’.
So far as (2) derived names are concerned, they do not indicate
the essential reality of the thing named, but leave it in umbrage,
and only indicate an attribute of it—as when we say ‘knower’ or
‘writer’. Then the derived term divides into (2.1) what refers to
an attribute of state in the thing named, as in knowing or white;
and (2.2) what refers to the relation the attribute has to what is
not separate from it as in creator and writer. [26]

The definition of the first kind [i.e., underived nouns] is:
every name is said in answer to the question: what is it? Pointing
to a human being and saying: what is it? is not like saying: who
is it?, since the answer to the first is ‘a man’. And if one were
to say ‘an animal’, he would fail to mention that by which it is
what it s, because man’s quiddity is not constituted by animality
alone: man is a man by being a rational animal, not by being
an animal alone. The word ‘man’ means ‘rational animal’. If
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instead of ‘man’ one were to say ‘white’ or ‘tall’ or ‘knower’
or ‘writer’, that would not answer the question: what is it? For
by ‘white’ we understand something or other with the attribute
of white, without informing what that thing is. Similarly, the
meaning of ‘knower’ is something or another with the attribute
of knowledge, while that of ‘writer’ is something or another
with the activity of writing. Of course, it is possible that one
understands that a writer is a man, from things extrinsic to the
meaning of the word and evidences external to it. Likewise, if
one points to a colour and says: what is it?, the answer is that
it is whiteness. Were one to use a derived term and say: ‘it is
radiant’ or ‘the diffusion of the light to sight’, that would not
be an answer. For when we say: what is it? we are looking for
the reality of the essence, the quiddity by which it is what it
is, while ‘radiant’ is something or other having radiance, and
‘diffusion’ is something or other which has diffusion.

Furthermore, this distinction concerning the referent of the
names and their meanings is sound. It is possible to express it
in this way: that the name may refer to the essence and may
also refer to what is other than the essence, but that would
be taking liberties in applying it. For our saying: ‘it refers to
what is other than the essence’ would not be correct unless
it were to be interpreted as our intending to say: ‘other than
the quiddity expressed in answer to the question ‘what is it?’
For ‘knower’ refers to an essence which has knowledge, so it
also refers to an essence. There is a difference between saying
‘knower’ and saying ‘knowledge’, because ‘knower’ refers to an
essence having knowledge, while the word ‘knowledge’ does
not refer to anything but knowledge. [27]

Saying that the name might be the essence of the thing
named has two shortcomings, and both need to be corrected.
Either replace ‘name’ with ‘meaning of the name’ or replace
‘essence’ with ‘quiddity of the essence’. Then it will be said:
the meaning of the name may be the reality of the essence and
its quiddity, and it may be other than the essential reality. As
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for saying that the creator is other than the thing named, two
interpretations should be considered: (1) if by creator the word
‘creator’ is intended, the word is always other than the referent of
the word. But if (2) what is intended is that the meaning of the
word is other than the thing named, that would be impossible,
since ‘creator’ is a name, and the meaning of every name is the
thing it names. For if the thing named were not understood
from the name, it would not be its name. ‘Creator’ is not a
name for creation, although creation is contained within it, nor
is ‘writer’ a name for writing—nor is ‘the thing named’ a name
for the act of naming. Rather, ‘creator’ is the name of an essence
in so far as creation originates from it. What is understood from
‘creator’ is the essence as well, but not the true reality of the
essence. What is rather understood is the essence in so far as
it has an attribute related to it, as when we say ‘father’. The
meaning of that term is not the essence of the father, but rather
the essence of the father insofar as he is related to a son.

Attributes are divided into relational and not relational, and
the thing qualified by all of them is the essence. When one says
‘creator’, it is an attribute and every attribute is an affirmation,
but no affirmation is contained in this word except creation.
Yet creation is other than the creator, and no true description
of a creator can be derived from creation. For that reason it
is said that it [‘creator’] refers to what is other than the thing
named |[viz., creation]. So we believe that the saying: the name
makes one understand something other than the thing named,
is a contradiction, as though one were to say: the sign makes
known something other than the thing signified. But since the
thing named is equivalent to the meaning of the name, how can
the meaning be other than the thing named, or the thing named
other than the meaning? [28]

As for saying that the creator cannot be described from
creation, nor the writer from his writing, that is not so. The
proof that it can be so described is the fact that sometimes it is
described by it and at other times denied of it. Relation is an
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attribute that can be denied or affirmed of the thing related, as
with whiteness, which is not something related. So whoever
knows Zayd and Bakr, and also knows that Zayd is Bakr’s father,
definitely knows something. And this thing which he knows is
either an attribute or a subject of attribution. It is not the essence
of the subject but rather an attribute. But an attribute does not
subsist in itself, but is rather a quality of Zayd. Relations are like
attributes to the things related, except that their meanings can
only be conceived by comparing two things, but that does not
deprive them of the status of attributes.

Now if one were to say that God—great and glorious—is
not described by His being creator, that would be unbelief, just
as it would be unbelief to say: God is not described by His being
a knower. Yet one who says this may fall into such a confusion
because the Mutakallimiin® do not reckon relations among the
accidents. So if one asks them: what does ‘accident’ mean? they
say: what exists in a substratum and does not subsist in itself.
And if they be asked whether a relation subsists in itself, they
would say: no. But if one asked them: is a relation an existent or
not? they would say that it is. They cannot say that fatherhood is
non-existent, for if it were the case that fatherhood did not exist,
there would not be one father in the world. Yet if they were
told that fatherhood subsists in itself, they would say: no. So
they are obliged to admit that it exists but that it does not subsist
in itself; rather it subsists in a substratum. And they acknowledge
that ‘accident’ expresses what is existent in a substratum—but
then they turn around and deny that relation is an accident. [29]

The saying (c.2) that some names are said to be neither the
thing named nor other than the thing named is also wrong,
and that can be shown by the name ‘knower’. (And if this
[word] be excluded since revelation does not give permission
to apply that name to God—great and glorious—one could
say: declaring what is true and accurate is not contingent on
special permission. So perhaps it can be tolerated now, and
one may return to consider man as described by knowledge.)
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Would you definitively say that knowledge is not other than
man, and that man is an existent while knowledge is not, and
that the definition of knowledge is other than the definition of
man? For if it were said that knowledge is other than man, yet
we say of a single person that he is a knower and a man, then
the knower would not be the same as the man nor other than
the man, because man is the thing described. But if this were
said, we would say that this must also be the case with ‘writer’,
‘carpenter’, or ‘creator’, for the thing described by each of these
is a man as well.

The truth requires precision: it should be said that the
meaning of the word ‘man’ is other than the meaning of the
word ‘knower’, since ‘man’ means ‘rational animal’ and ‘knower’
means something or other which has knowledge. Moreover,
each of the two terms is other than the other, and the meaning
~ of one differs from that of the other. So in this respect they
differ, and it is not possible to say that they are the same, yet
in another respect [i.e., sharing the same substratum] they are
the same and it is not possible to say that one differs from
the other. The latter situation obtains when one considers
the single essence which is described by being man and by
knowing. What is named by ‘man’ is what is described by
being a knower—as the thing named by ‘snow’ was the thing
described by being cold and white. By this kind of consideration
and interpretation, the name is the same as the named, while on
the first interpretation it is different. It would contradict reason
if on a single interpretation they were neither the same [30] nor
different, just as it would be a contradiction were they the same
and different—for ‘other than’ and ‘same as’ are opposed to each
other as are negation and affirmation; there is no middle term
between them.?

Whoever understands this knows that, if the attributes of
power and knowledge are asserted of God—great and glorious—
as something added to the essence, then something other than
the essence has been asserted, and difference in meaning as well,
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even though this is not stated in words lest it violate what is
laid down in divine instruction. How could it be otherwise?
Even if mentioning the definition of knowledge included in
it the knowledge of God—great and glorious, it still would
not include either His power or His essence. For must not
what remains extrinsic to the definition be other than what
is included in it? Furthermore, would it not be possible for
the one defining knowledge, if power is not included in its
definition, to excuse himself and say: what is the harm of
excluding power from the definition since the origination of
knowledge and of power is other than knowledge itself, and
I do not have to include it in the definition of knowledge?
Likewise, the essence which knows is other than knowledge,
and I do not have to include it in the definition of knowledge.
And whoever rejects the saying: the thing included in the
definition is other than what is extrinsic to it, and changes
the application of the phrase ‘other than’ here, is one of those
who fail to understand the meaning of the term ‘other than’.
In my opinion, however, it is not that he does not understand,
for the meaning of the phrase ‘other than’ is clear, but he might
be saying with his tongue what reason finds offensive and what
his insight denies. The aim of demonstrative argument is not
to lay hold of speech but minds, so that the truth of the matter
is inwardly recognized, whether it be expressed in speech or
not.

It might be said that what compelled those who say that
the name is the same as the thing named to say just that was
a certain wariness, lest they say: the name is a word which
indicates by convention. For that would make it necessary for
them to say that God—great and glorious—had no name in
eternity, since there were no words or speakers, since words
are created. We say, however, that this is a slight difficulty, easy
to overcome [31], since it can be said: the meanings of names
were affirmed eternally, but names were not, because the names
are Arabic or Persian, and are all created. And this is the case
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regarding every word which refers to the meaning of the divine
essence or an attribute of that essence—like the Holy One [al-
Quddiis], which has the attribute of holiness in eternity, or like
the Omniscient One [al-“Alim], which has been knowing from
eternity.

We have already shown that things have three degrees
of existence. The first is in individuals, and this existence
is qualified by eternity with regard to whatever applies to
the essence and the attributes of God—great and glorious.
The second degree is in minds, and this is created since
minds are created, while the third is in speech and comprises
names. This degree is also created in the creation of speech.
Indeed, we intend ‘the knowledges’ by the thing established
in minds, and when related to the essence of God—great and
glorious—these are eternal, because God—great and glorious—
is existent and knowing in eternity, and knows Himself to be
existent and knowing. And His existence was afhrmed in
Himself and also in His knowledge. And the names which
He will inspire in His servants and which He creates in their
minds and their speech were also known by Him. From this
interpretation, it becomes possible to say: there are names in
eternity.

As for names which resolve to action, like ‘creator’ and
‘fashioner’ and ‘bestower’, some say He is described as a creator
in eternity; yet others say He is not so described. But the
disagreement has no basis. For ‘creator’ is used in two senses:
one of them is asserted emphatically from eternity while the
other is as emphatically denied—yet there is no way to disagree
about them. The sword is named severer while it is in the
scabbard, and it is named severer when making an incision in
the neck. But in the scabbard it is potentially severer, whereas
in making the incision it is a severer actually. So water in a
pitcher is quenching but potentially, whereas in the stomach it is
actually quenching. The meaning of water’s being quenching
in the pitcher is that it has the attribute which [32] succeeds in
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quenching when it encounters the stomach, and this attribute is
water-ness. The sword in the scabbard is severer by an attribute
which succeeds in cutting when it meets its object, and this
attribute is sharpness. And there is no need that the quality be
renewed within itself.®

The Producer—may He be praised and exalted—is eternally
creator in the sense in which water in the pitcher is said to be
quenching: by an attribute which succeeds in bringing about
action and creation. In the second sense, however, God is not
creator eternally: that is, creation is not coming forth from
Him. Similarly, He is eternal in the sense that He is named
the Omniscient One and the Holy One and so forth. And He
is so eternally, whether someone else names Him with such a
name or not. Most of the disputants’ errors stem from their
failure to distinguish the meanings of shared terms, and had such
distinctions been made, most of their disagreements would have
disappeared.

If it were said: God the most high says: “Those whom you
worship beside Him are but names which you have named, you and your
fathers’ (x11:40), though it is known that they did not worship
words which were composed of letters, but rather the things
named; we say: whoever infers from this [that names are the
same as things named] fails to understand its meaning, for He
did not say that they worshipped the things named without the
names. Moreover, His words clearly state that names are other
than the things named. If one says that Arabs were worshippers
of the things named without the things named, that would be
a contradiction. But if he said: they worshipped the things
named without the name, that could be understood without
contradiction. Were names the same as the things named, then
the latter saying would be like the first.

Then let it be said: what the verse means is that the divine
name they gave to idols was a name without there being any-
thing named, because the thing named is the meaning affirmed
in reality in so far as something is indicated [33] by a word.
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Yet divinity was not affirmed in reality nor was it known in
minds; rather its names were existing in speech, but they were
names devoid of meaning. Whoever is made happy by being
named wise when he is not in fact wise is said to be happy with
the name, since there is no meaning behind the name. This
is another proof that the name is other than the thing named,
because the verse connects the name with the act of naming,
and relates the act of naming to those who actively make it their
own, as it is said: ‘the names which you have named’, that is, the
names resulting from their act of naming and their own activity. |
For actual idols were not created by their act of naming.

If it were said: God the most high says: ‘Praise the name of
thy Lord most high’ (LxxXvII:1), yet the essence is what is praised
and not the name; we say: the name here is an addition by way
of relation, and such things are customary in Arabic. It is like
His saying: ‘Naught is as His likeness’ (x11:11). It is not possible
to infer from this that a likeness is affirmed of Him just because
He said: ‘naught is as His likeness’—as there is an.affirmation of
son in the saying: ‘no one is like his son’. Rather the ‘as’ in the
verse is redundant.

This is not very different from addressing the one named by
a name exalting him, as when a distinguished person is addressed
by the honorific: ‘your honour’ and ‘your counsel’, and one
says: ‘peace be upon his blessed honour and noble counsel’.
The aim was to salute him—‘peace be upon him’—but he is
addressed by something which pertains to him in a certain way,
by way of exaltation. Likewise, although the name is other than
the thing named, nevertheless it pertains to it and corresponds
with it—and this need not obscure the principles of positing for
someone who is clear-sighted. [34]

How is that? Those who say that the name is other than the
thing named have demonstrated that from His saying: ‘Allah’s are
the fairest names’ (vir:180), and from the saying of the Prophet—
may God’s blessing and peace be upon him—that ‘God the most
high has ninety-nine names—one hundred minus one—and
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whosoever enumerates them will enter into paradise’.” They
also say: were He the thing named, there would be ninety-
nine things named, but that is impossible, because the thing
named is one. Here they were forced to acknowledge that the
‘name is other than the thing named, but they said: it is possible
that it convey the meaning of the act of naming and not the
meaning of the thing named. Others have admitted that the
name might convey the meaning of the thing named, even
though in principle it is other than the thing named. In support
of this, His saying was revealed to them: ‘Praise the name of thy
Lord most high’ (LxxxvIr:1), but neither one of the parties was
able to draw conclusions or respond to it at all.

As for His saying: ‘Praise the name of thy Lord most high’, we
had already mentioned what was relevant concerning it. In
response to this reasoning, they answered that the thing named
is one, yet what is intended by ‘name’ right here is the act of
naming. But that is wrong on two counts. First, when one says
that the name is the same as the thing named; he should go on to
say that the thing named is in this case ninety-nine, because the
sense of ‘the thing named’ is the meaning of the name, according
to the one speaking. The meaning of the Omniscient is other
than the meaning of the Powerful, the Holy, the Creator, and the
rest. Each name has a meaning signifying its proper condition,
even though all resolve to qualifying one essence. Whoever
says that sounds as if he is saying: the name is the same as the
meaning. He also might say: ‘the beautiful meanings of God the
most high’, for the things named are meanings, and of course
there are many of them.

Secondly, their saying that what is intended by ‘name’ here is
the act of naming can be seen to be wrong from our explanation
[35] that the act of naming is mentioning the name or positing it.
For the act of naming increases and multiplies with an increase
in the namers, even when there is but one name—just as the
mention and knowledge multiply with the multiplicity of those
who mention and who know, even though the thing mentioned
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or known is but one. Many acts of naming do not demand many
names because that expression refers to the actions of those who
name. I do not intend by ‘names’ here acts of naming, but I
rather intend names. For names are words posited to indicate
different meanings, so there is no need for this arbitrariness in
interpretation, whether the name is said to be the same as the
thing named or not.

This much should suffice to elucidate this question, which is
of so little use that it hardly deserves this long elaboration. Our
goal in this explication is rather to teach methods for exploring
discussions like these, so that they may be directed to those asking
questions more important than these. For the consideration of
these questions mostly concerns words rather than meanings.
But God knows best.
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Explanation of names close to one
another in meaning, and whether it is
possible that they be synonyms indicating
only one meaning,
or must their meanings differ?

HOSE WHO have plunged into an explanation of such

names have not attended to this matter, and have not
dismissed [the possibility] that two names indicate but one
meaning—as in ‘the Great’ [al-Kabir] and ‘the Tremendous’
[al-<Azim], or ‘the Powerful’ [al-Qadir] and ‘the Determiner’
[al-Mugqtadir], or ‘the Creator’ [al-Khaliq] and ‘the Producer’ [al-
Bari’]. 1 consider this highly unlikely, whichever two names be
taken from the set of ninety-nine. For a name is not intended
for its letters but for its meaning, and synonymous names differ
only in their letters. Indeed the merit of these names is in
the meanings which underlie them, for should you withhold
meaning, only the utterance would remain; and a meaning
indicated by a thousand names is hardly better than a meaning
indicated by one name. Moreover, it is improbable that this
limited enumeration be made perfect through repeating words
with a single meaning; it is rather more likely that a specific
meaning underlie each word.

For when we notice two words close to each other in
meaning, one of two things must obtain. First, we could
explain that one of them is outside the ninety-nine—as is
the case with ‘the One’ [al-Ahad] and ‘the Unique’ [al-Wahid].
“The Unique’ appears in the well-known account passed down
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by Abii Hurayra—God be pleased with him. Yet in another
account, ‘the One’ appears instead of ‘the Unique’. What
completes the enumeration, however, will be the meaning of
God’s unity [tawhid], whether conveyed by the expression ‘the
Unique’ or ‘the One’. For it is highly improbable that these two
expressions hold the place of two names when their meaning is
one. Second, one could take upon oneself the task of showing
the distinct nature [37] of one word over the other by showing
that it includes an indication that the other does not. For
example, were a text to mention ‘the Forgiver’ [al-Ghafir], ‘the
All-Forgiving’ [al-Ghafiir] and ‘He who is full of forgiveness’
[al-Ghaffar], it would not be improbable that these be counted as
three names. For ‘the Forgiver’ [al-Ghafir] indicates the basis of
forgiveness only, while ‘the All-Forgiving’ [al-Ghafiir] indicates
a multiple forgiveness in relation to many offenses—inasmuch
as whoever forgives only one kind of offense is not said to be
‘all-forgiving’. The ‘One who is full of forgiveness’, however,
signifies multiplicity by way of repetition, that is, he forgives all
one’s offenses time and again—so that whoever forgives all one’s
offenses the first time, but does not forgive those who repeatedly
commit offenses, would not deserve the name ‘He who is full
of forgiveness’ [al-Ghaffar].

Similarly for ‘the Rich’ and ‘the King’. ‘The Rich’ is one
who lacks for nothing, and ‘the King’ is also one who lacks for
nothing, while everything needs him, so ‘king’ communicates
the meaning of ‘rich’ plus something more. Similarly for ‘the
Omniscient’ [al-*Alim] and ‘He who is aware of everything’
[al-Khabir]: for ‘omniscient’ refers to knowing alone, while
‘aware of everything’ refers to knowing interior things, and this
much dissimilarity keeps the names from being synonymous.
They are in a class with ‘sword’ [sayf] and ‘sword made in
India’ [muhannad] or ‘sharp sword’ [sarim], but not in a class
with asad and layth."*Even if we are unable to pursue either
of these two courses with some of the names close to one
another in meaning, we should believe that there is a dissimilarity
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between the meanings of the two words. Or if we fail to
specify what differentiates them, as for example, in ‘immense’
and ‘great’, where it is difficult for us to identify the point of
difference between the two meanings pertaining to God most
high, nevertheless we have no doubt about the principle of
difference. In that respect, may he be honoured who said:
‘greatness is my cloak and immensity my girdle’, making a
difference between them which indicates [38] dissimilarity."?
For both cloak and girdle adorn the one who wears them, but a
cloak is more elegant than a girdle.

Likewise, He made the opening phrase of prayer to be ‘Allahu
akbar’, and not even those endowed with penetrating insight
would put ‘Allahu a“zam’ in its place. Similarly, Arabs distinguish
in their use between the two words since they use kabir where
they do not use “azim, and if they were synonymous, they would
be interchangeable in every instance. Arabs say that ‘so-and-so
is greater in age than so-and-so’, while they do not say ‘more
tremendous in age’. Similarly, ‘the Majestic’ {al-Jalil] difters from
‘the Great’ [al-Kabir] and ‘the Tremendous’ [al-*Azim], since
‘majesty’ refers to the attributes of eminence, and for that reason
one does not say that someone is ‘more majestic in age’ than
so-and-so; instead one says ‘greater’. It is also said that ‘the
throne is more tremendous than a man’, and not ‘more majestic
than a man’.™

So these names, although interrelated in meaning, are not
synonymous. In sum, it is unlikely that the names included in
the ninety-nine be synonymous since names are not intended for
their letters or external differences, but rather for their meanings.
This is a principle in which we should believe.
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CHAPTER THREE [39]

On one name which
has different meanings and is equivocals
in relation to them

N EXAMPLE of this is ‘the Source of Security’ [al-Mu’min],
for what might be intended by this term is faith [tasdiy],
and yet it might also be derived from the word for security
[amn] with the intent of communicating security and safety.
Is it possible that it be predicated of both meanings as in the
predication of a common noun to the things it names, as when
‘omniscient’ is predicated of knowledge of things invisible as
well as visible, exterior as well as interior, and many other
objects? If this be considered from a linguistic point of view,
it is improbable that an equivocal term be predicated of all the
things named as a common noun. For Arabs use the term
‘man’, intending by it every single man; that is what it is to be
common. But they do not use the term ‘eye’ intending by it the
‘eye’ of the sun, of a dinar, of a scale, the spring whence water
gushes forth, as well as the eye by which an animal sees. This
is an equivocal term, so uses like those just mentioned intend
but one of its meanings, distinguished by what is associated
with it. It was told of al-Shafi‘t—may God be pleased with
him—in the Ugil, that he said: ‘an equivocal term is predicated
of all that it names if it appears by itself without a context to
indicate the specifications’."® Whether this be an accurate report
concerning him, it is nonetheless improbable, since the term
‘eye’ by itself is linguistically ambiguous unless a context indicates
the specification.
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