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Abstract

The erudite Indo-Hanafi lexicologist, Muhammad ibn “Alf ibn al-Qadi Muhammad Hamid ibn Muhammad
ibn Sabir al-Faruqgi al-Tahanawi (d. 1158/ 1745?), has hitherto been largely overlooked in Western
scholarship. This, despite his lexical magnum opus, Kashshaf iszilahat al-funzn wa’l-‘ulam al-islamiyya,
being widely used by scholars in fields from philosophy to astronomy, and from metaphysics to mathe-
matics. The present study inspects the modus operandi of this enigmatic lexicologist by taking a detailed
entry, that of huwiyya, as a case study to excavate the approach and techniques used by the author to
compile his work: What were his objectives? And how does he achieve them? Who were his audience? And
how does he cater for them? These, and other, questions will be considered through the window of this
entry.
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Introduction

If history sometimes remembers the merits and contributions of scholars, it more often
forgets them. Muhammad ibn “Al1 al-Tahanawi, a lexicographer of remarkable stature and
learning—as emblematised by his chef-d’ceuvre, Kashshaf issilahat al-funan wa’l-<ulam al-
islamiyya—is one such victim of historical amnesia. And yet his extraordinary work has, in
recent times, exerted a quiet, but persistent, influence. This paper aims to introduce a
lexicographer whose magnum opus has inspired many, whose erudition has assisted scores,
but whose life and approach are known to but a few.

Muhammad ibn ‘Al al-Tahanawi

Name

The full name of al-Tahanawi is: Muhammad ibn “Ali ibn “Ali ibn Muhammad Hamid ibn
Muhammad ibn Sabir al-Faraqi' al-Sunni al-Hanafi al-Tahanawi." Nevertheless, one finds
other names, or abbreviations, in biographical works. There are four principle names by
which he is known:

1 AI-TAHANAWI, Muhammad ibn ‘Ali, Kashshaf istalahat al-funiin wa’\-‘uliim al-islamiyya, 1.
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Muhammad ibn ‘Al

Muhammad ibn Sabir al-Faraqt al-Sunni al-Hanafi al-Tahanawi
Muhammad ibn Muhammad ibn Jabir

4. Muhammad ibn A‘la*

wn e

The most correct of these names, and the one by which he is most commonly known, is the
full name listed above. The ascription (nisha) al-Faragi refers to al-Tahanawi’s genealogy
being traced to al-Fariq, that is, ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab (d. 23/644), the second caliph. The
Fartgi dynasty ruled the Khandesh region, which is the north western portion of
Mahrashtra state, and became independent from Dehli after the death of Firoz Shah
Tughlag (d. 790/1388). It remained thus until the beginning of the eleventh/seventeenth
century.®

Other ascriptions are axiomatic: al-Sunni means he was a Sunni, specifically, a Hanaff,
and was from the town of Thana Bawan, a small town close to Dehli. It is here that he
remained his entire life, and it is here that he is buried.* Some renowned scholars who hail
from the same town include: ‘Abd al-Rahim al-Tahanawi (d. 1223/1808?), Muhammad ibn
Hamd Allah al-Tahanawi (d. 1296/18797?), his grandson, Ahmad Allah al-Tahanawi (d.
unknown), and Imdad Allah al-Faraqi al-Tahanawi (d. unknown), among others.®

Birth

Much like most other facets of al-Tahanawi’s life, the date of his birth is unknown. In the
view of most historians, he was born towards the end of the eleventh/seventeenth century,
but precise dates are not given.°

Life

Al-Tahanawi lived during the reign of the Mughals in India, specifically, Abu’l-Muzaffar
Muhyi al-Din Muhammad (d. 1119/1707), commonly known as Aurangzeb.” The life and
outlook of Aurangzeb is well-documented and falls beyond the purview of this paper.
Nevertheless, it is worthy of mention that, due to Aurangzeb’s religious conservatism and
commission of the codification of the Hanaft school of Islamic jurisprudence in the form of
Fatawa-e-‘alamgirz,® as well as his construction of many Islamic schools (madaris), emphasis
on learning Islamic sciences at this time was great and the prestige of scholars high.®

Al-TAHANAWI, Kashshaf, ed. ‘Ali Dahrdj, 32.
lbid., 34.

Arab Encyclopaedia, s.v. “Muhammad ibn “Al1 al-Tahanawi.” <https://www.arab-ency.com/ar/
e deamssiledl /& 1> (accessed 28 February 2017).

Al-TAHANAWI, Kashshaf, ed. Dahrdj, 33.

Ibid.

Ibid., Arab Encyclopaedia, s.v. “Muhammad ibn ‘Alf al-Tahanawi.”
See BROWN 2007: 82-84, SCHIMMEL 2004: 54.

Al-TAHANAWI, Kashshaf, ed. Dahrgj, 33.
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Al-Tahanawi himself was raised in an academic and extremely religious household. His
father was a renowned Islamic scholar, and was even regarded as the spiritual pole (quzb) of
his era.’® The learned lexicographer mentions, in his preface of Kashshaf, that he learned
Avrabic and the traditional Islamic sciences from his widely respected father. After this, he
spent a considerable amount of time—he does not specify how much— studying the more
heterodox fields of natural philosophy (al-kikma al-fab‘yya), metaphysics (ilahiyyat), and
mathematics (riyada), including arithmetic (ilm al-kisab), geometry (handasa), and the
functionality of astrolabes from books he owned.*! He also became an authority in astronomy
and Sufism.* Subsequent to completing his autodidactic learning, he began systematising and
codifying all his knowledge in to one work that would serve as a comprehensive lexicon of all
terms, finishing it, according to some scholars, in the year of his death.*®

Death

While there is a consensus amongst historians that al-Tahanawi passed away after
1158/1745, there is some discrepancy as to what the exact year was. It has even been
suggested, for instance, that he died much later in 1191/1777?** as there are legal edicts
(fatawa), treatises and official documents (al-watha’iq al-rasmiyya) up to this date that bear
his signature, but none after.*®

Works

Major works attributed to al-Tahanawi, besides his magnum opus, the Kashshaf, are: Sabq
al-ghayat fr nasq al-ayat, which is a commentary of the Qur’an'® and, the hitherto
unpublished Akzkam al-aradr, which is a nineteen-page juristic treatise with the following
sections: F7 bayan mana dar al-Islam wa-dar al-harb, Fi bayan akkam aradri dar al-Islam,
F7 bayan anwa® al-aradi wa-akhkamiha.'” Some historians allege that al-Tahanawi also
wrote other works on Islamic jurisprudence (figh), Sufism, theology (kalam), and
philosophy. These attributions, however, have not been verified, though, given the
humbling erudition displayed in the Kashshaf, it is entirely possible.*®

10 Ibid., 34.

11 AI-TAHANAWI, Kashshaf, 1: 1.

12 Arab Encyclopaedia, s.v. “Muhammad ibn ‘Al al-Tahanawi.”
13 AI-TAHANAWI, Kashshaf, ed. Dahrtij, 33.

14 Al-RAsHID 2001: 139; al-‘ALAWINA 1998: 261-62.

15 AIl-ALAWINA 1998: 261-62.

16 AI-BALABAKKI 1992: 144.

17 AIl-TAHANAWI, Kashshaf, ed. Dahrij, 35.

18 Arab Encyclopaedia, s.v. “Muhammad ibn ‘Alf al-Tahanawi1.”
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Teachers and Students

Despite the reign of Aurangzeb being a propitious time to be a Hanafi scholar, and that
free-exchange of knowledge was pervasive amongst teachers and students of this
jurisprudential school, no information exists as to the principal students of al-Tahanawi.'®
In terms of his main teachers, only one is named, and he is named by al-Tahanawi himself,
and it is he from whom the lexicographer learned Arabic and the conventional sciences of
sharia: his father.?

Legacy

That posterity is a fickle mistress and bestows favour with wanton caprice and wild
abandon is something that is put into sharp relief by al-Tahanawi’s consignment to the
shadowy recesses of historical anonymity, when he was once regarded as one of the
foremost scholars of the twelfth/eighteenth century.?* Indeed, such was his renown that he
was hailed as the “skilful (bari) imam, the Indian language scholar (bahith hindz
lughawi)”, and one who was “knowledgeable in natural sciences and its nomenclature,” by
linguists and historians alike.?? Some even panegyrised him as a “benefaction (hasana)
from among other Indian benefactions.”?

Yet centuries of literary dormancy and bibliothecal languishment could not efface the
dazzling scholarship of al-Tahanawi, as paraded in the Kashshaf, which, though once
forgotten, has now re-emerged as an indispensable source of lexicographical data, and is
used by many contemporary academics in the varied fields of philosophical theology,®
Qur’anic commentary,® sufism,”® doctrinal beliefs,?” and religion in general,?® to name but
a few. It is to al-Tahanawi’s approach and modus operandi in this work that we now turn.

Kashshaf istilahat al-funan

Versions
There are four principal versions of this work:

1. The 1862 Calcutta edition by Jam‘iyyat al-Bengal, edited by Muhammad Wajih,

19 Ibid.

20 AIl-TAHANAWI, Kashshaf, 1: 1.

21 Arab Encyclopaedia, s.v. “Muhammad ibn ‘Alf al-Tahanawi.”
22 Al-TAHANAWI, Kashshaf, ed. Dahrij, 34.

23 lbid.

24 MOREWEDGE (ed.) 1979: 235.

25 ABRAHAMOV 1996: Xvi.

26 HEER1979:72.

27 HADDAD 1999: 21.

28 SMITH 1991: 291.
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‘Abd al-Haqg and Ghulam Qadir. It is printed in two volumes, and has 1564 pages.

2. The 1899 Astana edition. It has 955 pages, but is incomplete, and covers only the
letters from sad to ya’. It comes with a five-page addendum detailing all the
errors in it.

3. The 1963 Egypt edition, edited by Lutfi ‘Abd al-Badi® and ‘Abd al-Mun‘im
Muhammad Hasanayn. It is printed in four volumes, but is incomplete, and
covers only the letters from sad to ya’.

4. The 1995 Beirut edition by Dar Sadir. This is based on the Calcutta edition and is
the source of modern reproductions of the text.”®

Approach

Such is the vast scope of al-Tahanawi’s work that it is sometimes difficult, not only to see
the wood for the trees, but to see if there is even wood in the trees. ‘Al Dahraj writes that,
in his treatment of a term, al-Tahanawi includes the linguistic meaning (al-dalala al-
lughawiyya), the meaning derived from transmitted sources (the Qur’an and Hadith) (al-
dalala al-nagliyya), the intellectually-derived meaning (al-dalala al-‘agliyya), and the
scientific meaning (al-dalala al-qlmiyya).*® Oftentimes, he punctuates his analysis with
examples in order to illustrate his point. Furthermore, when conducive to conferring a
deeper comprehension of a term, al-Tahanawi also avails himself of Persian citations, these
grow in volume as his work progresses. He is also punctilious in stating the sources of all
his citations, going as far, at times, as to impart biographical information on the authors.**

It may be observed, notes Dahraj, that al-Tahanawi’s general approach orbits around
three principal vertices:

1. Arabic — Under this general heading are subsumed the following ten fields: language
(lugha), declension (tasrif), rhetoric (ma‘ani), eloquence (bayan), usage of metaphors
(badi), prosody (‘arid), rhyme (qawafi), syntax (nakw), the science of the rules of
writing (ilm gawanin al-kitaba), and the science of reading (‘ilm gawanm al-qira’a).

2. Islamic Sciences — Under this title are the fields of: theology (kalam), mainly Aba
Hanifa’s (d. 150/772) al-Figh al-akbar, and especially concepts pertaining to God’s
unity (taw/id) and Attributes (sifat); Qur’anic commentary (tafsir); Qur’anic recitation
(gira’a); the chain of transmission (isnad); Hadith; principles of jurisprudence (uszl al-
figh); jurisprudence (figh); inheritance law (far@’id); and Sufism.

3. Intellectually-derived Sciences — Under this general section are: logic (mantiq),
metaphysics, mathematics, natural sciences.*

So these are the fundamental pillars upon which al-Tahanawi constructs the edifice of his
analysis.

29 AI-TAHANAWI, Kashshaf, ed. Dahrij, 36.

30 Ibid., 38.
31 Ibid.
32 Ibid., 40.
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Obijectives

The keen reader cannot fail to ascertain the sheer breadth of learning on display in the
work. But what is it that drove al-Tahanawi to produce this work? And who is his primary
audience? The answer to both is the same: the autodidact. Al-Tahanawi intimates as much
in his own words:

The thing that is needed most in acquiring [knowledge of] recorded disciplines (al-
‘ulim al-mudawwana)® and fields that are predominantly [taught] among teachers,
is [dispelling] the incomprehensibility of specialised terms. This is because each
specialised term (iszilak) has [a particularity] that is specific to it (khass bihz), which,
if not known, makes it difficult for the lawgiver to guide to his path and is a proven
source of not understanding him. The way to learn about them [sc. the terms] is to
have recourse to them [sc. teachers] or to books in which the specialised terms are
compiled ... and I have not found any books that encompass the specialised terms of
all the disciplines that are prevalent among people, and others besides. So the [sense
that the] time to author a comprehensive work filled my heart, [one] that would
cover the specialised terms of all disciplines, and which would be sufficient for a
student such that they would not need to have recourse to teachers, as, after the
student has learned Arabic, he would not need them, except if he seeks to establish a
chain of transmission (sanad) to them, as a source of blessing (tabarrukan), and
voluntarily.®

So it is the autodidact that al-Tahanawi seeks to guide by authoring his lexicon because, not
only does he appreciate the full complexity and significance of terms, which, as Josef van
Ess makes clear, have their own realities® “that [are] specific to [them],” and which they
offer up only grudgingly, but also because he recognises that the first obstacle the
autodidact faces, the first hurdle he must clear, is that of understanding terms. If he fails in
this, then his journey is finished before it has even begun, as it “makes it difficult for the
lawgiver to guide to his path.”

Al-Tahanawi identifies two means by which seekers of knowledge may become fully
apprised of the realities of terms, which, as he mentioned, are propaedeutic to gaining
expertise in any discipline: teachers and books. Not everyone may have recourse to the
former, after all, he never did after he diversified following his primary, patriarchal
instruction. And there was a yawning paucity in the availability of the latter, as he bemoans,
which is why the compulsion to remedy this situation “filled my heart.” Kashshaf, then,
endeavours to fill the instructional lacunae left by a lack of credible teachers, it seeks to be
so sensitive to, and proficient in, explicating terms that it “would be sufficient for a student
such that they would not need to have recourse to teachers.”

Now, if the primary conduits to knowledge, as al-Tahanawi identifies, are teachers and
books, then it is axiomatic that the result of such instruction must also be bifurcated.

33 This refers to disciplines such as morphology (sarf), grammar (nakw), logic (manrig), an so on, as al-
Tahanawi makes clear in his introduction.

34 AI-TAHANAWI, Kashshaf, 1: 1.
35 VAN EsS (trans. ToDD) 2006: 10-11.
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Indeed, this is the case. So the autodidact is not the institutionally-trained student, and the
institutionally-trained student not the autodidact, which conduces to a difficulty in their
classification, as al-Tahanawi is the first to acknowledge. He writes:

Know that scholars differ, so it is said that it is not a stipulation for a person to be
regarded as a scholar (‘alim) to have knowledge with proof [of acquisition],* and it
is said that that is a stipulation, such that if one acquires knowledge without proof,
he is called a “relator” [of knowledge] (haki), and not a scholar. ¥’

It is telling that the lexicographer addresses this issue before any other in his introduction.
He is keenly cognisant of the implications of autodidacticism in scholarly circles, and the
penchant to dismiss those who have garnered knowledge in such a manner as bookish
dilettantes. Yet he does not disregard the opinion out of hand, though, from his biography,
and his aims for Kashshaf, it is self-evident where his proclivities lie. Instead, al-Tahanawi
embarks upon an investigation as to what knowledge actually is, how it may be classified,
and what it means to be “knowledgeable,” his treatment of this issue is as conspicuous for
its discernment and perspicacity as it is for its even-handedness and neutrality. Al-
Tahanawi remarks:

The word “knowledge” (ilm) is used to mean three things ... it literally means
comprehension (idrak), or the faculty (malaka) that results in comprehension and is
the means of its preservation, or those things that are related to (muta‘allaqg)
comprehension, which are [specific] issues (masa’il) [that foster understanding].

There are three ways, then, of viewing knowledge: as understanding of a subject matter
(idrak) in general terms, as having the aptitude for, and the capacity to master, a particular
topic (malaka), or—a bottom-up approach—where being aware of examples allows one to
gain a holistic appreciation of what the subject is. Al-Tahanawi conducts a detailed
inquiry into the relative merits and shortcomings of each denotation of knowledge with his
distinctive detachment. His final word on the issue is dismissive of the conduits of
knowledge and hones in on manifestations of knowledge alone. He concludes his
discussion thus:

Calling someone a jurist (faqzh), or a grammarian (nakwi), or a physician is an
allusion (kinaya) to his expertise in that field, so it is as if he has mastered it
completely. And generally, the faculty (malaka) to acquire knowledge is not [the
same as] knowledge. The debate surrounding whether the faculty to summon most
of the issues (masa’il), along with the faculty to acquire the rest, is only whether this
constitutes knowledge or not. So whoever wishes to confer [the title of] “jurist”
upon imams literally, despite their inability to answer issue some religious edicts
(fatawa), adheres to this. As for what we follow—that the conferral [of this title] is
metaphorical—it does not require this.

36 Al-Tahanawi refers to a formal authorisation (ijaza) or a chain of transmission (sanad), as is evident
from his discussion.

37 AI-TAHANAWI, Kashshaf, 1: 2.
38 Ibid.
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Al-Tahanawi is adamant that the capacity to acquire knowledge cannot be equivalent to,
or synonymous with, having knowledge. As for whether mastery of a subject matter entails
mastery of every instance of its application, such as in the field of jurisprudence, al-
Tahanawi adopts the latitudinarian (and pragmatic) view that it does not, as long as one
knows many of the issues of the discipline, and has learned the principles from which
individual rulings or judgements may be derived.

Al-Tahanawi’s has spilled considerable ink on this matter, his interest in and concern
for it emanates, not only from the manner in which his long-distance, self-study students
will be viewed, but also from the manner in which he himself is viewed, having gained
much of his knowledge in the way he advocates throughout his work. His final analysis,
pivoting the limelight from modes of knowledge acquisition to the modes of knowledge
manifestation, is a subtle, but deliberate, venture in recalibrating societal scholastic
formalisms.

Merits

Kashshaf’s eminence rests, not only on al-Tahanawi’s encyclopaedic erudition, but also on
his intense predilection for classification. He taxonomises and divides all facets of
knowledge and the terms associated with them, and this compartmentalisation leaves a
strong impression in the mind of the reader. One perceives vestiges of this acute affinity for
and attachment to systemisation in the introduction where al-Tahanawi ramifies knowledge
first into theoretical (nazariyya) or practical (‘amaliyya)®® then into whether they are
instrumental (aliya) in gaining knowledge of other sciences, such as knowledge of Arabic
grammar, which is necessary for comprehending Qur’anic commentary (tafsir), or whether
the discipline is an end in itself (ghayr aliya).”> Subsequent to this, he probes parts (ajza’
of knowledge which he segregates into subject (mawdiz‘), issues (masa’il) and foundations
(mabadi’).** After this, he proceeds to the eight isagogical headings of any work (ru’is al-
thamaniya).* These are: benefit (manfaa); aim (gharad); reason for title [of the
book](sima); author or compiler [of the book] (musannif/ mu’allif); which categeory of
knowledge it is (min ayy fGlm huwa), that is, knowledge that pertains to certainties
(yaqiniyyat) or speculations (zanniyyat), knowledge that pertains to theories (nazariyyat) or
sciences (‘ilmiyyat), and knowledge that pertains to religious laws (sharyyat) or not; rank
[of the book] (martaba); division (gisma), that is, the different parts of a book; and modes
of instruction (anka’ al-ta‘limiyya). At this point al-Tahanawi begins to catalogue
individual sciences, and then the sub-sciences that are their off-shoots.*®

The trajectory of his increasingly focussed gazed, homing in on ever more specialised
branches of knowledge is rectilinear and distinct. Nor is this the only way in which he
succours the autodidact: his style is concise and perspicuous, the alphabetical organisation

39 Ibid, 3.
40 Ibid.
41 Ibid., 4.

42 For more details on the eight headings, see Robert WisNOVsKY 2013: 189-90.
43  Al-TAHANAWI, Kashshaf, 1: 10-11.
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of the work easy and welcoming. Moreover, if a term requires foreknowledge of another
discipline, al-Tahanawi will say as much in his prefatory remarks so as to circumvent
losing the reader later on.** A profound sensitivity, then, does this work display to the
numerous and inevitable problems associated with autodidacticism and attempts to dispel
them in an anticipatory fashion.

Another feature of Kashshaf that strikes the reader almost immediately is its heavy
emphasis on Islamic law. Al-Tahanawi was the son of a prominent legal expert* and his
work, which is punctuated with recurrent and detailed digressions into this arena, bears an
indelible imprint of his proficiency in this sphere. Indeed, his introduction concludes with a
moral judgment, interpreted through the prismatic lens of jurisprudence (figh), on the
various kinds of knowledge. He begins, as is his wont, with a general classification of
knowledge, which he divides into praiseworthy (maimida) and blameworthy (madh-
mama). Thereafter, he explores further and interrogates the numerous kinds of praiseworthy
knowledge. He remarks that they are either an individual obligation (fard ‘ayn) or a
communal obligation (fard kifaya). The most well-known tradition on the former is then
adduced, which runs: “Seeking knowledge is an obligation (fariga) upon every Muslim
man and woman.”*® Al-Tahanawi explains that, unsurprisingly, each proponent of a
discipline believes this tradition refers to their field specifically:

Scholars disagree as to which [kind of] knowledge it is an obligation to seek. So the
theologians say it is theology (kalam), and the jurists say it is jurisprudence (figh),
and the Qur’anic commentators and Hadith experts say it is Qur’anic commentary
(tafsir) and prophetic traditions [respectively] since it is with these that all types of
knowledge may be accessed. Some of them [that is, scholars] say it refers to
knowledge of the servant [of God], in terms of his state (kal) and station (magam)
vis-a-vis God, the Exalted.*” And it is said that it is knowledge [gained] with
sincerity and by annihilating the self. And it is said that it is esoteric knowledge (ilm
al-batin). And the Sufis say that it is knowledge of Sufism. Then, again, it is said
that it is what he, [that is, the Prophet] upon him be peace, referred to when he said,
“Islam is based on five things.”*® They are also those who aver that it means that
which God has enjoined upon His servants, in terms of decrees relating to beliefs
and knowledge. And it is said in al-Sirgjiyya*that seeking knowledge that is

44 Ibid., 2.
45  See above.

46 | have been unable to locate the tradition, as al-Tahanawi cites it. There is a Hadith that is identical to
the one he mentions, but with “believing woman” (muslima) omitted at the end. It is recorded in IBN
MAJA, Sunan, 1: 151; al-BAzzAR, Musnad, 1: 172, among others.

47 The difference between a “state” (hal) and a “station” (magam) is a temporal one: the former alludes to
a condition that is transitory, whereas the latter denotes something more permanent, as al-Tahanawi
himself explains under the entry for “station” (magam). Al-TAHANAWI, Kashshaf, 3: 1227.

1}

48 This refers to the immensely famous tradition which states that Islam is founded on five “pillars:’
faith, prayer, alms-giving, fasting and pilgrimage. It is recorded in numerous Hadith compilations,
including: al-BUKHARTI, Sakih, 1: 8; MUSLIM B. AL-HAJAJ, Sahih, 1: 34.

49 This refers to al-Fatawa al-Sirajiyya by Siraj al-Din Abti Muhammad ‘Ali ibn ‘Uthman al-Taymi al-
Hanafi (d. 569/1173).
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commensurate with what is absolutely necessary, such as the rules of ritual ablution
(wudiz’) and prayer (salah), and all [quotidian] ritual laws, and matters pertaining to
[social] life, is an obligation, what is beyond that is not an obligation: if he learns it,
it is better [for him], if he leaves it, he is not sinful.>

The primary impression left by this fabulously large bandwidth of opinions is its
comprehensiveness. Al-Tahanawi fastidiously name-checks every opinion he could
possibly bring to bear on the interpretation of this tradition. The reason for this is clear: his
work runs the entire gamut all these interpretations, it goes from Qur’an to Hadith, from
jurisprudence to Sufism, and from theology to sociology. What al-Tahanawi says, through
presentation of such an exhaustive list of opinions, in essence, is that no matter what the
interpretation of the tradition is, and it is likely all of them, his work has it covered.

Al-Tahanawi, having effectively dealt with individual obligation (fard ‘ayn), turns his
attention to illustrations of communal obligations (fard kifaya); here, too, consensus
remains elusive. He begins with the study of medicine, which, in the opinion of some
scholars, is a communal obligation as it is a requirement for responsible stewardship of the
body. Other jurists, like Siraj al-Din, nevertheless, attach far less importance to this and
pronounce it to be recommended (mustakab) only.>* There are those scholars who believe
that knowledge of arithmetic, commensurate with the necessities of deciphering bequests
(wasaya) and inheritance (mirath), is a communal obligation. Whereas, others still, deem
knowledge of fatwas to be in this category.”® Again, we note, not only al-Tahanawi’s
familiarity with Hanafi jurisprudence manuals, but his intellectual egalitarianism: he does
not overtly champion one opinion over another or obtrude his opinions upon his readers;
rather, he maintains a scholarly distance and showcases all the opinions with the objective
insouciance of an indifferent man of letters.

Having investigated the different kinds of praiseworthy knowledge, al-Tahanawi’s
attention and keen intellect converge upon types of blameworthy knowledge. He writes
that, according to al-Fatawa al-tatarkhaniyya,® knowledge of magic (siAr), tattooing
(nflanjat) and talisman-making (ralsamat), astrology (9lm al-nujzm), and others, are
blameworthy. This is yet another exemplification of al-Tahanawi’s deep acquaintance with
Hanafi law manuals and his fiercely methodical modus operandi, which bifurcates a general
topic, then follows each sub-section until they are exhausted, after which point, the same
procedure is followed for the other branch.

Weaknesses

Such is the breadth and depth of learning, the coherent and concise presentation of entries,
the judicious and scholarly objectivity of this work, that to mention weaknesses is to split
hairs. Yet, for all its merits in the Arabic entries, Kashshaf is not without its weaknesses in

50 AI-TAHANAWI, Kashshaf, 1: 51.

51 Ibid.

52 Ibid.

53 This manual of Hanafi jurisprudence is written by ‘Alim ibn ‘Ala’ al-Din d. 800/1398?

JAIS «17 (2017): 14-34



24 Ismail Lala

the Persian, says Dahriij.>* Indeed, he avers that al-Tahanawi’s expression in this language
is ponderous, and his ineptitude conspicuous, with phraseology ranging from nonidiomatic
to scandalous, especially owing to the volume of Urdu words that are used instead of
Persian.”® However, even a cursory analysis of the entries in Persian casts serious doubt on
this view, since, not only does al-Tahanawi display a firm grasp of Persian: both in
expression and grammar, but his prose is as concise and stately as its Arabic counterpart.
Nevertheless, there is a difference between al-Tahanawi’s Arabic entries and his Persian
ones, for the latter are few, and their treatment perfunctory. Thus, though it may be
inaccurate that al-Tahanawi was not proficient in this tongue, it is correct that he does not
take the Persian facet as seriously as he does the Arabic.

If the redoubtable erudition and scope of Kashshaf is discernible—with the total number
of entries being approximately 2343, depending on how they are enumerated, as some
entries may be classified as being part of a broader definition, or may be considered to be
independent®®>—so too are the limits. As, in the general alphabetical construction of
Kashshaf, lexical lacunae are present, significant terms that al-Tahanawi, for all his
punctiliousness, still omits.>” Yet, to charge any lexicographer with cataloguing every
important term appears as tyrannical as it is unreasonable. Kashshaf, thus, may have
notable cavities, but they are scarce, and, in the overall schema of the work,
inconsequential.

At this point, it would be instructive, | believe, to showcase the approach of al-
Tahanawi through his surgical diachronic analysis of a term—huwiyya—so as to furnish the
reader with an illustration of his methodology in Kashshaf.

Huwiyya

If it is true that to take one entry, however detailed, as elucidative of a three-volume work,
is to overreach and essentialise, it is also true that one may still use it as suggestive of the
author’s overall method and approach. For though it may not divulge every contour of the
text, yet it may still faintly adumbrate the vague topology. It is this latter objective that the
present paper seeks to achieve.

The significations of huwiyya, the third-person abstract noun from huwa (he), and a
term that superseded the apodictically inadequate mawjid (present) in Arabic translations
of Hellenistic writings, have been well-documented.® First seen in the works of Aba Yasuf
al-Kindr’s (d. 259/ 873) circle,” the consanguinity of the term with the abstract noun
anniyya and their use as translations of the Greek words on (“being”) and einai (“to be”)
are established.®® This study, nevertheless, does not seek to perambulate the well-trodden

54  Al-TAHANAWI, Kashshaf, ed. Dahrj, 43.

55 Ibid.
56 Ibid., 40.
57 Ibid., 39.

58 See Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed., s.v. “Huwiyya;” ADAMSON 2002: 125-56; MASSIGNON 1982, 3:
8; WALZER 1963: 5-9.

59 ADAMSON 2002: 125.
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path of the etymology of the term, as observed by numerous Western scholars; rather, it
inspects al-Tahanawi’s presentation of it, to disinter his style and methodology.

Examination of al-Tahanawi’s exhaustive treatment of huwiyya exhibits the way in
which he chaperones the would-be autodidact, much like himself, through the many
evolutions and denotations of the term to arrive at a holistic comprehension that is steeped
in diachronic complexity and utilitarian nuance. He begins by stating that huwiyya

. is a term of individuality that is known among the scholars and theologians. It
may be applied to external existence (al-wujizd al-kharijz) or to a particularised
quiddity (mahiyya ma‘l-tashakhkhus), and it is the partial reality (al-kaqgiga al-
juz’iyya), as is written in Shar# al-tajrid wa 'I-khayalr.®*

Al-Tahanawi opens by acknowledging the prominence of this term among the scholars and
theologians. Indeed, huwiyya, being a direct descendant of the Hellenistic tradition,®
entered the Arabic tradition early and was embraced whole-heartedly such that it became
part of the quotidian nomenclature of Arabic philosophers.®® Al-Tahanawi then cites a
definition that complies with his assessment that it is a term, essentially, denoting
individuality. The term, nonetheless, according to Shars al-tajrid wa’l-khayalz, may be
applied to (a) something that has “external existence” (al-wujid al-khariji) or (b) “a
particularised quiddity” (mahiyya ma1-tashakhkhus).

The term “external existence” (al-wujizd al-khariji) requires some scrutiny: al-Tahanawi
himself supplies a comprehensive definition of what he means by this term in this chef-
d'eeuvre. He remarks:

Both actually and intellectually existent [things] are used to mean two things, as is
written in some of the footnotes of Shari al-magali. One of them is that [an]
externally existent thing (al-mawjid al-khariji) is that which may be described as
being existent outside the intellect, and something that is intellectually existent is
what is described as being existent in the intellect....

The second of them is that the externally existent thing is that which is described as having
pure existence (wujad asil), it is the source of effects (masdar al-athar) and the
manifestation of [divine] decrees (mazhar al-azkam), irrespective of whether the place of
the characterisation is the intellect or external to it. The intellectually existent thing (al-
mawjid al-dhihnz), [on the other hand,] is that which is described by shadowy existence
(wujid zill7), and that characterisation cannot be but in the intellect.®

Al-Tahanawi informs us that a binary distinction may be conferred upon all existents:
external existence or intellectual existence. However, this categorisation itself may refer to
one of two things: either it is a positional articulation, denoting whether an existent is in the

60 Ibid., 126.
61 AIl-TAHANAWI, Kashshaf, 3: 1539.

62 It could also have been a loan-word based on the Syriac haywa. See ADAMSON 2002: 219, ft. 30;
LizziNi 2003: 117.

63 See above.
64 Al-TAHANAWI, Kashshaf, 3: 1457.
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intellect or outside of it; or it is an ontological classification, designating whether a thing
has actual, physical existence in the sensible realm, or whether it is relegated to the
obscurities of an incorporeal existence, having only a “shadowy existence.”

Al-Tahanawi seems to be saying that huwiyya is applied to anything with external
existence, or to a particularised quiddity. Yet he may be using “external existence” as a
synonym of “particularised quiddity.” Therefore, al-Tahanawi would be explicating that
everything which exists in the world is a particular with a certain essence or quiddity. In
either case, huwiyya signifies the individuality of that thing. This is its most basic
meaning,®® and it is with which al-Tahanawi launches his investigation.

The citation is concluded with the ambiguous declaration that huwiyya is “the partial
reality” (al-hagiga al-juz’iyya). This means that huwiyya denotes an essence not as a
universal, but in its concrete existence in a particular thing; it is the universal reality
(hagiga) as particularised, in a juz’7 manner, rather than in an universal (kull?) one.% This is
conveyed by the context and corroborated by al-Tahanawi’s pronouncement that reality
(hagiga) can connote “quiddity (mahiyya), meaning what makes a thing what it is, and it is
also called “being” (dhat). [But] the reality (kaqiqa) with this meaning, is more general
than [categorisations of] universal (kulliya) or partial (juz’iyya).”®” Quiddity (mahiyya),
then, is more general because it denotes everything that “makes a thing what it is,” as
opposed to huwiyya, which merely expresses its individuality.

65 For a detailed analysis of “basic” and “relational” meanings, see 1ZUTSU 1998: 18-26.

66 The concept of a partial reality is very prominent in Shiite prophetology, where the Muhammadan
reality (al-haqiga al-Muhammadiyya) is seen as absolute prophecy, and the prophecy of all prophets
and esoteric prophecy of all imams after the first, are viewed as partial realities of this absolute
prophecy. See CORBIN 2014: 42-3. The partial reality, when applied to God, may also denote His
individual Names such as the Rewarder, the Punisher etc. as elucidated by Shah Wali Allah
(d. 1176/1762) (ANSARI 1988: 208.) Al-Tahanawi, nevertheless, does not use al-hagiga al-juz’iyya in
this sense. According to him, the term conveying this kind of meaning of incompleteness would be
“the limited reality” (al-haqiqa al-gasira). He comments that it is a term denoting partialness, and goes
on to explicate it with the example of the juristic term “obligation” (wujib). He writes:

Obligation (wujib) is a term for the permissibility of doing something as well as the imper-
missibility of not doing it. So if it is used in the sense of a recommendation (nadb), which is a
term for the permissibility of doing something along with an approval for doing it; or, if it is used
in the sense of permissibility (ibaha), which is acceptability of doing something or not doing it,
then, according to some, it is a limited reality because each of the two meanings is implied in the
meaning of obligation.
He is more concise a little later when he writes:
Obligation (wujizh) is permissibility of doing something along with the impermissibility of not
doing it, permissibility (ibaha) is the acceptability of doing or not doing something, and
recommendation (nadb) is the approval of doing something along with the permissibility of not
doing it. (Al-TAHANAWI, Kashshaf, 1: 334.)
For a list of Islamic legal terms and their meanings, see al-MISRI, ‘Umda, trans. KELLER 1994: 13. —
The significations of recommendation (nadb) and permissibility (ibaha), then, are subsumed in that of
obligation (wujiib). However, says al-Tahanawi, if only these are referred to, then they would be
limited realities as recommendation (nadb) and permissibility (ibaha) do not impart the
impermissibility not doing something—which is also part of the definition of obligation.

67 AI-TAHANAWI, Kashshaf, 1: 331.
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Al-Tahanawi continues his definition of huwiyya:

In Kashf al-lughat, it states that huwiyya is a rank of pure being (al-dhat al-bajta)
and alludes to the rank of unity (akadiyya) and divinity (Ighat) ... and it refers to the
absolute being (al-dhat al-muglaga). It is said in al-Insan al-kamil that the huwiyya
of the Truth is His essence, which cannot be manifested except in terms of all the
Names and attributes, so it is as if it is an allusion to the inner aspect of oneness
(wahidiyya).®

Huwiyya, according to Kashf al-lughat, is therefore “pure being” (al-dhat al-bakta), which
combines unity (akadiyya) and divinity (Ighat). This, we are informed is “absolute being”
(al-dhat al-muglaga), what al-Tahanawi describes in another section as “true existence” (al-
wujiid al-hagiqi), which is “existence that exists of its itself, necessary (wajib) in its self.”
It is interesting to note that al-Tahanawi goes from articulating huwiyya, as a term for
mundane particulars, to a designation for God.

There is a patent leap here that he doesn’t even seem to acknowledge. The reason for
this is that al-Tahanawi traces a reverse trajectory from the effect, which is external
existence, to its cause: God. This is clear in his analysis of quiddity (mahiyya)™ as, directly
after mentioning the quiddity of existents, he remarks, “The agent (fa‘l) is He, on account
of whom, a thing is externally existent.””* Al-Tahanawi illustrates his point saying:

Man, for example, only becomes man, distinguished from that which he is not,
because of the Agent (fail). And his coming into being is necessary, as a non-
existent [entity] cannot be man and, furthermore, cannot be distinguished from that
which he is not.”

Returning to al-Tahanawi’s definition of huwiyya, we see he uses the term “lghat”
(divinity) as a synonym of “akadiyya” (unity) in this designation. Here akadiyya plainly
refers to God. However, at other times, al-Tahanawi seems to question such a clear-cut
definition, such as when he cites Abd al-Rahman al-Jami’s (d. 898/1492) commentary of
Muhy1t al-Din ibn “‘Arab1’s (d. 634/1240) Fusas al-kikam, in which the latter discloses the
reality of akadiyya. He writes:

The realities, according to the Sufis, are three. The first is an absolute reality (kaqiga
muglaga ). [It is the reality of] one lofty Agent (fa“ala wahida ‘aliya) [who is]
necessarily existent in His being (wgjiba wujizduha bi-dhatiha), and that is the
reality of God, be He praised. The second is a contingent (mugayyad), passive
(munfa‘ila), lowly (safila) reality, accepting existence from the necessary reality
through [His] outpouring (fayd) and manifestation (tajallz), and that is the reality of
the Cosmos. The third is the unified reality (kagiga akadiyya) that combines the
absolute and the contingent, the active and the passive, the influencer and the

68 Ibid., 3: 1539.

69 Ibid., 3: 1456.

70 See above.

71 AI-TAHANAWI, Kashshaf, 1: 332.
72 lbid., 1: 331-32.

JAIS «17 (2017): 14-34



28 Ismail Lala

influenced. So it is absolute in a sense and contingent in another, active in a sense
and passive in another. This reality of unity thus combines both realities."

Existence, therefore, is not only either necessary—that of God—or contingent—that of the
Cosmos, but something in between the two as well, one that is absolute in one sense but
contingent in another.”* This is the existence of the Perfect Man,” as is evident from Ibn
‘Arabt’s bezel of Adam in his Fusis.”® Lahat, it appears, is bereft of the ambiguity of
ahadiyya, for al-Tahanawi writes that “according to the Sufis, it is the life that pervades
[all] things.”’" By this statement, al-Tahanawi seems to be alluding to the doctrine of
qualified monism espoused by Ibn “Arabi and his followers.”

After citing different sources and their interpretations of huwiyya, al-Tahanawi proceeds
to unaobtrusively give his view of it, commenting:

In my opinion, it is as though it is not in the domain of a name, description, rank,
attribute, or an absolute being without reference to the Names and attributes; rather,
huwiyya is an allusion to all this together and individually. Its purpose is to denote

73 1bid., 1: 333. For a detailed discussion on Jami’s take on the Perfect Man, who combines both these
realities, see CHITTICK 1979.

74 For a detailed account of the all-encompassing nature of man, as promulgated in the metaphysics of
Ibn “Arabi, see CHITTICK 1982: 110.

75 The most important work on this concept, and the one chiefly responsible for its dissemination, is that
of ‘Abd al-Karim al-Jili (d. 812/1408?). However, it must be noted that al-Jili’s conception of the
Perfect Man differs slightly to that of Ibn “Arabi. See al-JILI, al-Insan al-kamil. For an in-depth
analysis of the Perfect Man, as conceived of by al-Jili, see NICHOLSON 1994: 77-272.

76 See IBN “ARABI, Fusiis, 58-67. It must be remarked here that although al-Jami seems not to make the
distinction explicit here, Ibn ‘Arabl maintains that there is still an indissoluble difference between the
existence of God, who is truly necessarily existent and the Perfect Man, who can never be this. See IBN
‘ARABI, Fusiis, 1: 54. The concept of the Perfect Man, though it existed before 1bn “Arabi, in the works
of Avicenna, for instance, was not a comprehensive theory until the Andalusian. (See HEATH 1992:
187.)

77 Al-TAHANAWI, Kashshaf, 3: 1312.

78 The distinction must be made here between the metaphysics of 1bn “Arabt and the pantheism of which
he is accused. This distinction is deftly articulated by Collinson et al. who write, “Ibn Arabi’s central
doctrine of the Unity of Being ... is probably best approached by first making clear what it is not. In
asserting a unity of being he was not espousing a pantheism in which God and the universe are taken to
be identical. Nor has his doctrine anything to do with philosophical monism, nor even, it is maintained,
with pantheism ... Such beliefs would certainly have been unacceptable to orthodoxy ... In lbn Arabi’s
doctrine, God is always transcendent and is never contained by the universe. He declares God to be
eternal, infinite, the cause of all things and manifest in every thing ... The unity of being Ibn Arabi
affirms is ‘the integration of paradoxes and ontological contrasts ... the union of all the diverse
qualities which characterize the order of multiplicity.”” COLLINSON / PLANT / WILKINSON 2000-: 53.
Indeed, we need only to look at what Ibn ‘Arabi himself says on this issue to be convinced that
whatever his metaphysics is, pantheism it is not. He states, “Do not fall in the blasphemous error of the
sect called Huliliyya (incarnationists), who believe that another soul, even another being, can be
infused into them. Know that He is never in anything, nor is anything in Him.” (IBN ‘ARABI, The One
Alone, trans. BAYRAK 1997: 234.)
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innerness and hiddenness (ghaybiiba). It is derived from the word “he” (huwa),
which connotes that which is not present.”

In al-Tahanawi’s opinion, then, huwiyya is an all-encompassing term that refers to all facets
of the inner aspect of something, an aspect that is not in plain sight and cannot be referred
to directly. He arrives at this conclusion based on a linguistic breakdown of the term,
which, he says, is derived from the third person pronoun: he (huwa). Al-Tahanawi
concludes that, since a third person pronoun is commonly employed for someone who is
absent, it means the term refers to that which is absent from the senses. His rationale seems
perfectly logical in the context of phenomenally existent beings. But what does it mean for
God, who is not accessible to the senses anyway? Al-Tahanawi responds:

However, when “he” is applied to God, the exalted, it alludes to His essential being
(kunh dhatih) in terms of His Names and attributes, with an acknowledgement of
their hiddenness. A poet writes:

Huwiyya is the essence (‘ayn) of the One being
And it is impossible for it to be manifested in the sensible world

So it is as though it is a description applied to
A matter of the unseen, who none disbelieves®

The huwiyya of God, therefore, is an allusion to His Names and attributes, not as they are
manifested in the world, but in their essential hiddenness. From al-Tahanawi’s selection of
couplets, we see that he employs the term “essence of the One” as a synonym of huwiyya,
and to mean a unification of all the Names and attributes. The couplets also impart that
though everyone believes in these Names and attributes, which are the essence of God—
His huwiyya—it can never be manifested in the sensible world.

Al-Tahanawi then carries out a more detailed linguistic assay of the term. He writes:

Know that this name [huwa ] is more specific than His name, Allah and it is the
secret of the name Allah. Do you not see that the Name Allah—as long as this name
is present within it—has a meaning that denotes the Truth. And if it is split from it,
its letters remain useful for that meaning? For example, if alif is elided from the
Name Allah, Iah remains, so in it is usefulness, and if the first lam is elided, lah
remains, and in it is usefulness, and if the second lam is elided then huwa remains.
The main component of huwa is the ha’, without the waw. The waw is not appended
except as filler and out of continuing convention in order to make it one word,® so
the Name huwa is the most superior and greatest Name.®

79 Al-TAHANAWI, Kashshaf, 3: 1539.
80 Ibid.

81 This assertion is given linguistic credence by Ibn Sida (d. 458/1066), who cites al-Kasa'1 (d.189/805)
as having said, “Some [Arabs] discard the waw of huwa if before it is a vowelless alif. So they would
say ‘Until he (hatta hi) did that” and ‘only he (innama hii) did that.”” See IBN SIDA, Mukkam, 4: 345.

82 AIl-TAHANAWI, Kashshaf, 3: 1539.
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Huwa, the origin of huwiyya, is therefore the “secret of the name Allah,”> according to
al-Tahanawi who claims that the word, though not ostensibly present in the name Allah, is
its essence as waw is appended to ha’ only “out of continuing convention.” The main
component of Allah is thus the ha’ that denotes huwa.®®

Al-Tahanawi then resumes his scrutiny of the pronoun, and its connection to that which
is absent. He remarks:

And know that huwa is a term for something that is present in the mind, for that
which is absent in the imagination returns to it [the mind] through it by allusion
because of that which is present by sensory perception (%iss). And that which is
absent, though it is absent only from the imagination, cannot correctly be called
“he.” So the word, “he” cannot be applied save to that which is present. Do you not
see that the pronoun does not refer save to that which has [already] been mentioned
either by name, context, or situation, like a subject or a story?®

Since the term huwa denotes something that has already been referred to, being essentially
a pronoun of reminder, al-Tahanawi comments that it is the nexus of the imagination
(khayal) and sensory perception (Ziss), the latter acts as the instrument of primary
discernment, and the former the repository of it. Huwa is thus the key that allows access to
the primary discernment embedded in the imagination. It is for this reason that huwa cannot
be applied to something that is truly absent from the imagination, that is, something that has
never been perceived by primary perception, for as al-Tahawani says, “that which is absent,
though it is absent only from the imagination, cannot correctly be called ‘he.””” He therefore
reasons that “the word, ‘he’ cannot be applied save to that which is present.” The definition
of “present,” however, is that which is present in the mind, as we see from his scrutiny.
Al-Tahanawi then takes this preliminary reasoning and applies it to God. He writes:

The benefit of this is “huwa” is only applied to Him who is purely existent (al-wujzd
al-mahd) and for whom non-existence would not be appropriate. Nor does He
resemble non-existence due to being hidden or annihilation (fana’) [in Him]. This is
because that which is hidden is non-existent from the perspective that it is no longer
seen, which is not appropriate for that which is referred to by the word “He.”®

Only He who is purely existent, or we may say, has absolute existence (al-wujiad al-
muglaq), can be referred to as huwa in its most fundamental sense, as it has to refer to
something that is always present, and has always been so. We perceive here a return to the
original purpose of the term, which supplanted mawjid as it did not denote the eternally
existent.®® There does, nevertheless, seem somewhat of an inconsistency between al-
Tahanawi’s initial dissection of huwa and its application to God. For the author writes that

83 It is interesting to note that Ibn ‘Arabi comes to a somewhat different conclusion regarding the word
huwa in his analysis of verse 59:23, which, he asserts, is more general than the name Allah. IBN
‘ARABI, Futiihat, 6: 317.

84 AI-TAHANAWI, Kashshaf, 3: 1539.
85 Ibid.
86 See above.
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huwa is a pronoun of reminder, a means of transference from the recesses of former sensory
perception to the imagination. But God, al-Tahanawi claims, cannot be perceived in the
phenomenal world. How then can the basic meaning of huwa be an indication of something
that has never been sensed in the first place? How can it be an allusion to something that is
never seen, since the central reason for huwa being employed is to denote something that is
always present and does not even “resemble non-existence due to being hidden?”

On the one hand, al-Tahanawi alleges that God cannot be perceived in the sensible
world, and that huwiyya is an allusion to this hidden aspect of His. On the other, he
suggests that the basic meaning of huwa is God as He is manifested in the world, as even a
semblance of non-existence—that of not being seen—is impossible for Him. This is the
crucial dichotomy inherent in this term. And it is the one that al-Tahanawi both
acknowledges and addresses, for in his closing remarks on this term, he writes:

So it is known from this analysis that huwiyya is pure, clear existence which
encompasses all existential, visible perfection. However, the reason for the
application of huwa upon that which is concealed is because it is not possible to
encompass it. So because it is not encompassed, it is not perceived. It is thus said
huwiyya is concealed as it cannot be perceived, so understand!®’

Huwiyya, therefore, denotes something that is perceived by the senses; it is seen in the
material world. It is a term that recalls this initial sensation. This is why it “encompasses all
existential, visible perfection.” In other words, everything that is apparent in the Cosmos is
designated by huwiyya. It is God as seen in the sensible realm, in all His innumerable
manifestations and expressions. But there is also an intimation rooted in the term that God
cannot be manifested in the phenomenal world, that He is, in His essence, beyond
encompassment. Al-Tahanawi perspicuously remarks, “The reason for the application of
huwa upon that which is concealed is because it is not possible to encompass it. So because
it is not encompassed, it is not perceived.” God is thus seen in the Cosmos as all existents
therein are manifestations of Him, but these can never express all that He is, or, indeed,
what He is in His true essence, and because He is not “encompassed,” He is not perceived,
and that which is not perceived, is hidden. So huwiyya denotes the manner in which God is
seen and not seen, His visibility and His concealment.
The author, in the final paragraph, delves further into this paradox:

For the Truth does not have concealment that is not an aspect of His visibility, nor
does He have visibility that is not an aspect of His concealment, as opposed to man.
Indeed, every creation is like that: it has a visible and a concealed [aspect].
However, its visibility is in one way and one sense, and its concealment is in another
way and another sense. As for the Truth, His concealment is His visibility and His
visibility is His concealment, so He is not unseen or seen from Himself; rather, in
His Self He is concealed in a manner that befits Him and He is seen in a manner that
befits Him as He knows of Himself. To [try to] understand this about Him is not

87 AIl-TAHANAWI, Kashshaf, 3: 1539.
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proper as no one knows His concealment and His visibility as they are in Him, be
He praised and exalted.®

The difference between God and the creation, says al-Tahanawi, is that whereas the
creation has clearly disparate and demarcated visible and concealed aspects, in the case of
God, there is no such circumscription, “His concealment is His visibility and His visibility
is His concealment.” This means that “He is concealed in a manner that befits Him and He
is seen in a manner that befits Him.” And if this makes little sense to the reader, it is only
because “to [try to] understand this about Him is not proper as no one knows His
concealment and His visibility as they are in Him, be He praised and exalted.”

So this is the author’s final word on this dichotomy: a capitulation of reason at the altar
of faith. The nature of God, according to al-Tahanawsi, lies fundamentally beyond the ken of
human comprehension and we must therefore not even try to understand it. Yet his
treatment of the term betrays an incontestable attempt to do so, insofar as it is possible.
More than that, however, it represents al-Tahanawi’s success in this regard; success, not in
articulating the ineffable, nor, even, in comprehending its true meaning—he steadfastly
proclaims these to be futile—but success in plumbing the depths as far as it is feasible to
go. He does not lay down his spade before he has even started to dig; rather, he will go as
deep as he can, whilst simultaneously asseverating that there is a frontier beyond which he
may not advance. Indeed, in his prefatory remarks, he bewails the dearth of teachers from
which he could learn heterodox disciplines, once his formal Islamic training had
concluded.® But this did not lead him to abandon the enterprise entirely; nay, it galvanised
him “to rally all my forces” (shammartu ‘an saq al-jidd) in order to study these sciences
independently until “God, the Exalted, revealed their [meaning] for me.”® His examination
of huwiyya bears the same hallmark of Tahanawian tenacity: pursuit on a path as far as it
will lead, and then a reliance on divine providence to reveal the true meaning, if, that is, it
behoves him to fathom it.

Al-Tahanawt’s encyclopaedic knowledge of Sufism, of jurisprudence, of theology and
philosophy, are all paraded in this entry, it is a dazzling panoply of erudition in which the
author, though characteristically laconic, engages with the topic in exhaustive detail,
addressing every minutia, and every nuance.

Conclusion

The foregoing has unearthed the painstakingly methodical manner in which al-Tahanawi
grapples with an extremely arcane term in Arabic, and his formula for doing so. First he
catalogues all the denotations of the term in creation, then he conducts a retrograde analysis
by proceeding from creational connotations to that of the Creator, from the concrete to the
abstract, in imitation of the creation itself that proceeds from the Creator. He scrupulously
names his sources to underscore that these are not his opinions. After this propaedeutic

88 Ibid., 3: 1539-40.
89 Ibid., 1: 1.
90 Ibid.
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survey, however, he gives his own opinion predicated on, but also supplementing and
enriching, the sources he has theretofore cited. In his subtle and penetrating analysis, he
exhumes nuances of the term, the dichotomy inherent in it, the essential numinosity of it
when applied to God, mooring it in a linguistic substructure that is sure and stout. His
exploration is honeycombed with etymological periphrasis and philosophical preciosity, but
never overleaps itself, as his final conclusion, for all its subtlety and intricacy, relents at the
palisade of aporesis. Throughout his linguistic peregrinations, though, he never lets go of
the autodidact’s hand, whom he delicately takes from one connotative plateau to another:
first the creational, then the divine, and finally the personal; or, from the broad, to the
specific, and finally to a melange of the two, all the while, his grip remains as sure as it is
consolatory. Seldom has there been an author more sensitive to the desiderata of his
audience. Perhaps it takes an autodidact to know what an autodidact needs.

Bibliography

ABRAHAMOV, Binyamin. 1996. Anthropomorphism and Interpretation of the Qur'an in the Theology
of al-Qasim ibn Ibrahim: “Kitab al-Mustarshid”. Brill, Leiden.

ADAMSON, Peter. 2002. The Arabic Plotinus: A Philosophical Study of the Theology of Aristotle.
Duckworth, London.

al-‘ALAWINA, Ahmad. 1998. Dhayl al-A1am. Dar al-Manara, Jeddah.

ANsARI, Abdul Hag. 1988. “Shah Wali Allah Attempts to Revise ‘Wakdat al-wujid.”” Arabica, 35.2:
197-213.

al-BA'LABAKKI, Munir. 1992. Mujam a‘lam al-mawrid. Dar al-‘llm li’I-Malayin, Beirut.

al-BAzzAR, Abt Bakr Ahmad ibn ‘Amr ibn ‘Abd al-Khalig. 1988-2009. Musnad al-Bazzar. Maktabat
al-‘Ulim wa’l-Hikam, Medina.

BrownN, Katherine Butler. 2007. “Did Aurangzeb Ban Music? Questions for the Historiography of his
Reign.” Modern Asian Studies, 41.1: 82-84.

al-BukHARI, Muhammad ibn Isma‘l. Sakik al-Bukhari. Cairo: Dar al-Sha‘h, 1987.

CHiTTICK, William C. 1979. “The Perfect Man as the Prototype of the Self in the Sufism of Jami.”
Studia Islamica, 49: 135-57.

— . 1982. “The Five Divine Presences: From al-Quanawi to al-Qaysari.” The Muslim World, 72: 107-28.

CoLLinsoN, Diané, Kathryn Plant, and Robert Wilkinson. 2000- Fifty Eastern Thinkers. Routledge,
London.

Cook, Michael / HAIDER, Najam / RaBB, Intisar / SAYEED, Asma (eds.). 2013. Law and Tradition in
Classical Islamic Thought: Studies in Honor of Professor Hossein Modarressi. Palgrave Mac-
millan, New York.

CoRsIN, Henry. 2014. History of Islamic Philosophy. Routledge, Abingdon.
FRIEDMANN, Yohanan (ed.). 1984. Islam in Asia. The Magnes Press, Jerusalem.

HADDAD, Gibril Fouad. 1999. The Belief of the People of Truth. As-Sunna Foundation of America,
Fenton.

HEATH, Peter. 1992. Allegory and Philosophy in Avicenna (Ibn Sina): With a Translation of the Book of
the Prophet Muhammad ’s Ascent to Heaven. University of Pennsylvania Press, Philadelphia, PA.

HEER, Nicholas. 1979. The Precious Pearl: Al-Jami’s al-durr al-fakhirah Theology. State University
of New York Press, Albany.

JAIS «17 (2017): 14-34



34 Ismail Lala

IBN ‘ArRABI, Muhammad ibn ‘Ali ibn Muhammad. Divine Governance of the Human Kingdom (At-
Tadbirat al-ilahiyyah fi islah al-mamlakat al-insaniyyah); What the Seeker Needs (Kitab kunh ma
la budda minhu lil-murid); The One Alone (Kitab al-ahadiyyah) / translated by Tosun Bayrak al-
Jerrahi al-Halveti. Louisville, KY: Fons Vitae, 1997.

— . Al-Futizhat al-makkiyya / edited by Ahmad Shams al-Din. 9 vols. Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-
‘lImiyya, 1999.

— . Fusas al-hikam / edited by Aba’l-‘Ala’ “Afifi. 2 vols. in 1. Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-*Arabi, 2002.

IBN MAJA, Abt “Abd Allah Muhammad ibn Yazid. Sunan Ibn Maja. [n.p.:] Maktabat Abi al-Mu‘ati,
[n.d].

IBN SIDA al-Mursi, Abi’l-Hasan “Alt ibn Isma‘il. Al-Muzkam wa’I-muki; al-azam. Beirut: Mansharat
Muhammad AlT Baydin, 2000.

IzuTsu, Toshihiko. 1998. God and Man and the Koran. Reprint [of the 1964 edition]. Ayer Company
Publishers, North Stratford.

al-JiL1, “Abd al-Karim. Al-Insan al-kamil fr ma‘rifat al-awakhir wa’l-awa’il / edited by Abt ‘Abd al-
Rahman Salah ibn Muhammad ibn ‘Uwayda. Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘llmiyya, 1997.

LEwisHON, Leonard (ed.). 1993. Classical Persian Sufism from its Origins to Rumi. Khanigahi
Nimatullahi Publications, London.

Lizzini, Olga. 2003. “Wugtd-Mawgud/Existence-Existent in Avicenna: A Key Ontological Notion of
Arabic Philosophy.” Quaestio, 3: 111-138.

MASSIGNON, Louis. 1982. The Passion of al-Hallgj: Mystic and Martyr of Islam / translated by
Herbert Mason. 4 vols. Princeton University Press, Princeton, New Jersey.

al-Misri, Ahmad ibn al-Nagib. ‘Umdat al-Salik / edited and translated by Nuh Ha Mim Keller.
Beltsville, Maryland: Amana Publications, 1994.

MOREWEDGE, Parviz (ed.). 1979. Islamic Philosophical Theology. State University of New York
Press, Albany.

MusLiM ibn al-HAJAJ, Abu’l-Husayn. Sakii Muslim. Beirut: Dar al-Afaqg, n.d.

NicHOLSON, Reynold Alleyne. 1994. Studies in Islamic Mysticism. Curzon, Richmond, England.

al-RasHID, Muhammad ibn ‘Abd Allah. 2001. Al-I1am bi-tashbih kitab al-a‘lam. Dar lbn Hazm,
Riyad.

ScHIMMEL, Annemarie. 2004. The Empire of the Great Mughals. Reaktion Books, London.

SmiTH, William Cantwell. 1991. The Meaning and End of Religion. Fortress Press, Minneapolis.

al-TAHANAWI, Muhammad ibn ‘Ali. Kashshaf isralakat al-funizn wa’l-‘ulam al-islamiyya. Beirut: Dar
Sadir, 1995.

— . Kashshaf isralahat al-funin wa’l-ulam al-islamiyya / edited by ‘Al Dahraj. 2 vols. Beirut:
Maktabat Lubnan Nashiran, 1996.

VAN Ess, Josef. 2006. The Flowering of Muslim Theology / translated by Jane Marie Todd. Harvard
University Press, Cambridge and London.

WALZER, Richard. 1963. Greek into Arabic: Essays on Islamic Philosophy. Bruno Cassirer, Oxford.

WIsNOVsSKY, Robert. 2013. “Yahya b. ‘Adi’s Discussion of the Prolegomena to the Study of a
Philosophical Text.” In: Cook [et al.] (eds.) 2013: 187-202.

© Ismail Lala, Oriental Institute, University of Oxford
<« ismaillala@yahoo.com »

JAIS « 17 (2017): 14-34



