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I want to think about the word L4l (lafz).

But what is lafz? And, somewhat differently, if lafz is utterance,
what is an utterance? In order to think about lafz, I wish to think
about it in relation to language and the poetic, in relation to matter
and the social, and in relation to the sort of act it occasions—and
the sort of doing it may be said to be—and to do so I begin with
Ibn Manzir, who notes in his thirteenth-century lexicon el Gl
(Lisan al-‘arab; The Tongue of the Arabs) that Ll (lafaza) is =
(rama; “to toss”); it is, he writes, <lé & OIS ¢ S 0 55 ol (“to toss out
something that was in your mouth”), and it is, further, to spit some-
thing out: 4l G e IR 48 5 L L (“to propel outward what a
toothpick dislodges from between one’s teeth”).! Lafz, Ibn Manzir
explains, points as well to the motions of the sea when it tosses some-
thing on the shore: b shill () 4d s 3 Loy Lily 2l 5 (“And the sea tosses
what it holds in its interior upon the shore”). And so lafz, if it is some-
thing, is a certain sort of doing in relation to the mouth, and the pro-
jecting of matter across a threshold, and I notice that lafz is therefore a
material practice, an act given in the expulsion of matter through an
opening or across a passage. In this lafz is a tossing—Ibn Manzir, in a
passage I've cited here, uses the verb (3l (algd; “to cast” or “to fling”)
—as when the sea presses its detritus, “what it holds in its interior,”
upon the shore. And so lafz speaks to us of a particular sort of
doing with the tongue—it is, one might say, a language praxis—in
excess of the temporal mode of a self-determined subject of language,
or a being that would be itself and that would, then, do the sort of act
that language occasions and is. Instead, in the sort of doing occa-
sioned in lafz the time of language is the time of its utterance,
where < pa (sawt; “voice” or “sound”) would be akin to the matter
pressed forth and upon the shore of the sea, in a temporality with
which I wish to linger as I think about lafz in relation to language
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and form, in relation to materiality and the social,
and in relation, finally, to being and world.

But to think about lafz, and to think and write
about it in the English language, and at the site of
the university and its disciplines, is already to do
so in relation to a certain kind of translation. And
so to approach a reflection on lafz I underline that
this translational context makes visible an incom-
mensurability between the sense of language given
through this term and the conception of language
that has been privileged in the hegemonic and nor-
mative, at once philological and philosophical, tradi-
tions of Europe and its language practices in their
globality, since at least the seventeenth Christian
century. In these traditions language is to be an
occasion for a subject’s interiorizing self-reflection
and its formation of world, and this through an
idiom that divides, as Denise Ferreira da Silva has
explicated it, the subject of self-determination and
historicity, the subject capable of interiorizing
self-reflection, from the racialized subjects of affect-
ability and incapacity.” It is in this frame that
non-European languages, textual and linguistic
practices, and social forms have become objects of
study in the university, and it is in this frame that
the modern disciplines for reading have been
formed—for example, the modern philological,
and, later, literary disciplines—and so my intention
is to decline such an understanding of language
and in this way approach lafz in a manner that expli-
cates the sort of doing it occasions without subordi-
nating this doing to the social, epistemic, or juridical
terms privileged in modern philosophical self-
representation, linguistic or literary cultivation,
and the critical understanding of reading and
world.® I’ve shared that in the reflection on lafz, in
thinking about it, I observe an incommensurability
among languages and historical and social forms; at
the same time I offer, in thinking about lafz, a
refusal of the practices of social obliteration
directed, through the privilege of a particular
sense of what language is, at non-European lan-
guages and modes of doing, being, knowing, and
life.

And so from a question about the materiality of
lafz 1 turn to a question about language and
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sociality, underlining several passages in two texts
of the ninth-century writer al-Jahiz. I begin with a
passage that appears in his manual on rhetoric,
oy ol (al-Bayan wa-I-tabyin; Eloquence and
Elucidation) where al-Jahiz writes of lafz in its rela-
tion to “sound” or “voice,” which is, he writes, its 41l
(alah; “instrument”),

g s bl 4 o gy A1 p el ga g Laalll AN ga sl
a5 il W) LSS gl 55 Y 5 gl sy V)
(1.58)

Voice is the instrument of utterance [lafz] and the
substance through which articulation is carried out
and through which composition is made present.
The movements of the tongue will not constitute
an utterance [lafz], and neither will they constitute
metered speech or prose, except through the bring-
ing forth of voice [sawt]. And units of sound will
not constitute speech except through articulation
and composition.

To think about lafz, I want to linger with sawt
and consider it as a material substance in relation
to language and the poetic. If voice is the instrument
of utterance, and if utterance is the occasion for the
giving of speech through the mouth, then voice, or
sound, is the matter through which the sort of
doing that utterance is occurs. I notice that in this
the practice of speech bears a relation to a mode of
comportment and to a linguistic and corporeal per-
formance, to which al-Jahiz calls attention in the
) (izhar; “bringing forth”) of sound in the prac-
tice of lingual formulation. The doing of language in
the articulation of speech turns on a movement of
the tongue, and so I notice as well in this passage
a relation, and a temporal or material doing, ante-
rior to any language practice. It is only through
the motion of the tongue that the matter of sound
or voice transmutes, in utterance, into »2S (kalams;
“speech”); it is only through this motion that there
is something like speech, or language, at all. And
so if there is language, it may be understood as
what is given in Jbdll S\ ) (harakat al-lisan; “the
movements of the tongue”) in utterance. The per-
formance of the tongue entails a formal economy
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of motion, made manifest in poetics and rhetoric in
the formulation and articulation of sound in rela-
tion to utterance:

ol il V) LS Gyl 0585 Y5

Units of sound will not constitute speech except
through articulation and composition.

I observe, in order to move toward a reflection
on language and the social, that the material phone-
mic utterance becomes speech—it becomes the
social form that language is—only through its ren-
dering as lafz in the sense that al-Jahiz explicates
here, where language occasions a certain doing in
lingual practice.

In Eloquence and Elucidation, the economy of
language turns on what al-Jahiz calls J\d (jjaz;
“concision”): 434l s Ja2¥l s (“The eloquent use of
language is concision”; 1.79). Al-Jahiz emphasizes
U (bayan; “clarity of expression”) in the relation
between “speaker” and “listener”:

cedll sa Ll waludl s QD 5y L) 3 Al 5 )l
b i (i) e Cinaa gl AlgdY) Caly o sld aledl
sl D 3 )

(1.56)

The axis on which the matter turns and the aim in
relation to which the speaker and the listener move
is understanding and giving to understand, for any-
thing through which you give someone to under-
stand or clarify the meaning is clarity of expression
in that context.

And yet “clarity of expression” does not refer to an
ideational content—to the explication of an object
of language—but to the form through which the
material practice that language is occurs:

adail als d olina s oS e clind 4l IS L DS Guaal
(1.61)

The best speech is that which, in its spareness,
relieves you of its multiplicity, and whose meaning
is apparent in its expression.
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What is privileged is speech wherein the material
expression of language does not give rise to a plural-
ity of uttered forms but of meanings:

Agilas 2o g adg ja 23 J8 Gl L3S0
(2.244)

speech the number of whose letters is few and the
number of whose meanings is many.

Al-Jahiz underlines that if eloquence were con-
cerned only with meaning, then the sense of what
language is would become convoluted:

Aaliadll Jea QAN ina agdy pebiall ) 5S5 o 2230 G ae 3 e
S pmall 5 @ salall 5 Y15 @Y1 5 o saall 5 Uadl) 21U

Gl a5 ¢l g
(1.105)

Those who claim that eloquence is what occurs when
the listener understands the meaning of the speaker
make fluent language and incorrect pronunciation,
error and proper usage, ambiguous and clear expres-
sion, and ungrammatical and grammatical speech all
the same, they make all of them clarity of expression.

A privileging of understanding in relation to mean-
ing would mute the practice of economy in speech,
the doing of language in clarity of expression, where
language is understood as a corporeal act with the
tongue in its relation to a sensual doing in voice.
Al-Jahiz’s emphasis on the formulation of language
points to language’s not being derivative of the form
of a subject that speaks and that, through its speech,
would give rise to a self-reflective interiority,
because language occasions a practice in formal
articulation in excess of any single being or act.*
Language becomes a practice for a collective form
of linguistic life, a sociality of doing with matter,
one instance of which is the phoneme in its relation
to sound, which the passage I've translated above
explicates.

The practice of language occasions a collective
form of aesthetic life where Jwsl) (al-jamal; “beauty”)
relates to a phenomenology of the tongue that gives
place to a shared, if still not selfsame, form.
Al-Jahiz reports:
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b JB S leall a8 alll Jsuy s (il allaal) e (g ulaall JE
okl
(1.109)

‘Al-Abbas ibn ‘Abd al-Mutallab said to the Prophet,
prayers and peace be upon him, “Oh Prophet of God,
in what does beauty consist?” He said: “In language.”

If the eleventh-century philologist Ibn Rashiq
al-Qayrawani comments, in citing this passage
attributed to the Prophet, that here ol 22 (“he
intends eloquent speech”; 1.241), this is to point to
a sense of language anterior to the poetic and the
rhetorical, where language is a practice of form
and constraint that does not impose a sense of com-
munality organized around a subject but instead
generates a shared practice of comportment given
through an inessential gathering in linguistic life.”
Here, there is no ontologically selfsame or linguisti-
cally constituted being presupposed for the social,
but instead the social is an indetermined practice
in lingual doing. Al-Jahiz writes of this doing in rela-
tion to the poetic, linking it to the understanding of
language and eloquence that the pages I'm reading
here explicate:

A3l ¢ je 5 yha Ciman 13 Al el il s
(al-Bayan 1.179)

The best verse of poetry is one for which, when you
hear its first hemistich, you know the rhyme.

I wish to emphasize the verb g« (sami ‘a; “to hear”)
in this passage, to underline the practice of sound in
utterance, and to draw out a relation to the ear in the
poetic and its relation to form.°

Sy 2 S el (“Poetry is speech held
together by rhyme”), Ibn Rashiq further notes,
and yet if w3l s OSJf alel o350 (“meter is the
most important of the pillars in the delimitation of
poetry”; 1.134), it is equally understood that

i rd e Vs prilly el o)l 38, 50 Al
Gl s OsS
(1.151)
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Rhyme shares with meter in the specification of what
poetry is, for something is not called poetry unless it
has meter and rhyme.

Each of these—meter and rhyme—is linked, in Ibn
Rashiq, to 43 (niyyah; “intention”), and his explica-
tion relates each of these, as well, to lafz:

c‘_f'uuxnj soj}lb chﬂ\;\ﬂd‘\iju\meﬁwﬂ\
il o ga 1368 (Al 4
(1.119)

Poetry, following intention, consists of four things:
utterance, meter, meaning, and rhyme, for this is
what delimits poetry.

There is an intention in poetic speech; for «_ )
(“the Arabs”), al-Jahiz writes, ¢4 JS (“everything”)
is

AUl Y5 380 Y 5llae llia Cannd g calel Sy e Jai )y Ay
Alaiad Y g S8
(al-Bayan 3.425)

intuition and improvisation, as if it were inspiration,
there is no effort or suffering or pondering or
prolixity.

We may then understand the tradition of pros-
ody as bearing an inheritance where language is a
temporal practice, a certain sort of doing, which
convokes a collective of beings without substance.
bl & &l ladll (“Short poems enter the ear
more easily”), Ibn Rashiq explains (1.187), and we
may understand this entering of language into the
ear as a material occurrence in the social formula-
tion of the poetic as a practice of linguistic life,
where the being of the speaker of language is not
its own, and where language is merely a particular
sort of doing in a practiced, if still inessential, form.”

To consider this practice we may turn to the
explication of niyyah in Ibn Manzir, where the verb
s (nawa) is x<=8 (gasada; “to aim toward”), as in
Joudl s 58l (literally, “to intend toward a house”), and
the noun al-nawa is 48 <y s 4a 5l (“the direction
toward which one departs”) or, as Ibn Manzir
cites al-Jawhari, it is 2 s G e bl 435 3 4a )
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(“the direction a traveler intends, from near or
from afar”). It is, further, a > (bu'd; “distance”),
just as it is

B LS ey W s e sl AT 1S ) 18 (e il
Ll 3l e )

to move from one place to another or from one
house to another, as the Bedouin move in their
desert.

And nawa is also <Lés  (hafizahu; “to protect or
guard someone”). Al-Farra’ said, as Ibn Manzar
cites him, <lhis gl 4l 5 (“May God protect you
[nawdka], which is to say, may He guard you”), as
when God accompanies someone on their travels.
I wish to linger with the corporeal dimension of
intention as Ibn Manzur explicates it and consider
its relation to the poetic, where, as Ibn Rashiq
explains, “following” intention, one is to consider
the material form of poetic statement in its relation
to lafz (“utterance”), ma‘na (“meaning”), wazn
(“meter”), and qdfiyah (“rhyme”). If it is in this
way that the field of the poetic is specified, I notice
that doing in the poetic presupposes a sense of lan-
guage in relation to the form of a being that intends
in a particular manner. And if this intending entails
a pointing in a “direction,” or a directing of oneself
toward a “distance,” I notice that the taking place of
intention in language entails a particular sort of
sociality as one moves or changes location. There
is an alteration in orientation that mirrors the giving
of language in articulated form, and so the inten-
tion, which poetry presumes, and which is to pre-
cede the allocation of voice in its relation to
utterance in the movement of the tongue—where
what is privileged, al-Jahiz writes, is concision—
itself presumes an understanding of language. In
this understanding, one’s intending in language pre-
cedes the poetic, and the poetic may therefore be
said to be a practice of intending in linguistic
form. The sociality of utterance thus gives rise to a
mode of poetic life—a life of linguistic sociality—
where, if there is an I that speaks, this is only in a
practice that temporally exceeds itself, in a doing
in form and concision that gives itself to others, a
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doing that may be said to be this giving, and
which, as the Prophet said in the passage cited by
both al-Jahiz and Ibn Rashigq, is that in which beauty
consists.

Language, in al-Jahiz, is a practice of social
form and a giving of sense in the formation of
world. To consider this, I linger now with al-Jahiz’s
discussion of language in his treatise on creaturely
life, OVl SS (Kitab al-hayawan; The Book of
Living Beings). Al-Jahiz writes that

ol
(1.76)

Language, in the tongue, is formed in the mouth’s
opening, the uvula, the bottoms of the teeth, and
through the air contained in the mouth’s interior
cavity and its being expressed through it, in the
way that the pen acts with ink, silk fibers, breath,
and sheets of paper.

If here al-Jahiz outlines a formation of language where
air transmutes into voice or sound into utterance,
I note the sense of language as a communicative prac-
tice, which is also explicated in al-Jahiz. Al-Jahiz
underlines that language is a practice shared among liv-
ing beings—birds (am () lpars Clala L aalifi 3hic L]
(“possess a language through which they give their
needs to be understood by each other [tatafaham]”;
7.35)—and this sense of language as tafahum
(giving one another to understand) is privileged in
these sentences, where the social is constituted
through the being together of creatures in relation to
their communication of needs® Ak (“Know”),
al-Jahiz writes,

A3 cagilih (B A )Y dba pany ) ) Gan dals
Alaidia 5 agiclany Aamay cagld 35 Y A0l 5 can a8 A8
(.Al.méi} (,Au.ﬁ s

(1.60)

that the need of people for each other is a necessary
characteristic according to their nature, a disposition
founded in their substance, which is firmly rooted
and does not pass away, and which encompasses
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them in their plurality, and includes those who are
closest and those who are farthest away.

Al-Jahiz comes back to this conception of language
later in the Book of Living Beings, when he turns to
the question of the language of the birds:

¢shaia 4 (glat i 1 AN Ll sad 0 ¢ glatay 13 (pud 18 JE 8
in AT Lai) Eai€ (8 o jal) DI Gl cladaia atlan 8 i)
Y Lyl ol caie agsi Al el ghaie el a3l Guae 35 el aa g
s dalaas 5 Ak ) 062 Cyans (o) il 5 ¢pa) Al GLadS g
Y Ll aell Adle 5 cagilain s agdS Sl3 G ae 55 0 (e aiad ¥
Ol (e IS ) sa a3 O gl ilad elilain g GIaMIS () sagy
Aals aganlil V) lilaia 5 Uly agie 2OSI €lld s Ja 5 ¢(3haiall 5
caads Gl e g A ilse Uigaa (IS D (Y 5 cmmy ) pgam
38 3 \akaia s Uly ailgall (ia sl dall iad il gual S Sl
ccilalall | saaléi Lo 5 cialaia 5 Al 5a 5 5 ) a5 Aalalia Ll Caale
<l NS ¢ and) V] Sl (g g Y S (8 lasl 5 0 (ge i 35
coanll VI GLOIS (e agii ¥ GaliaY)

(7.36)

If someone were to say: “This is not language,” it
would be said to them: “The Qur’an has said that
this is language, poetry has made it language, and
the speech of the Arabs has done so as well. If you
were nevertheless to remove it from the field of
clearly expressive language and were to claim that
it is not language at all, because you do not under-
stand it, it is also the case that you do not understand
the speech of most nations. And if you were to call
their language gibberish or unintelligible words,
you would not be prohibited from claiming that
that is what their speech and their language is, and
since most nations do not understand your speech
and your language it would also be possible for
them to remove your speech from the field of clear
expression and language. Yet does that speech of
theirs not become clear expression and language
through their giving one another to understand
their needs, and because it consists in composed
sound that comes out of the mouth and is uttered
by the tongue? And do not the sounds of the species
of birds, wild animals, and livestock constitute lan-
guage and communicative speech? For you have
learned that it consists of syllables and forms, that
it is composed and ordered, that through it they
give one another to understand their needs, and
that it comes out of the mouth and is uttered by
the tongue. And if you understand only a bit of it,
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so too those species would only understand a little
bit of your speech.

Al-Jahiz refers in this passage to a Qur’anic verse
in Jall 3,5u  (Sarat al-Naml; “The Ants”):
bl ghie Wl G L (“Oh people, we have
been taught the language of the birds”; 27.16), and
as he does so he generalizes speech as a practice
among living beings, where language is what
transpires among beings in a communication of
needs. In these passages there is an attention to the
verbal form Jel& (tafa ‘ala) and to the verb aaldi
(tafahama), which I've translated as “to give one
another to understand.” In his ninth-century man-
ual for secretaries Ibn Qutayba notes that the verbal
form tafa ‘ala relates to an action that occurs Ul (e
(“between two”; 304), and I notice that al-Jahiz ren-
ders the verb tafahama, which is formed from the
verb # (fahima; “to understand”), as a practice
that exceeds two beings to encompass a field of
sociality constituted through linguistic practice.
If zoad (fasih; “eloquent”) means oS oy Jsl ol
du,all e (“articulate speech, even if it is not
Arabic”) as it refers to someone (b ¥ s 43 Cals
(“whose language is well formed so that they do
not speak ungrammatically”), as Ibn Manzar
explains, we may understand al-Jahiz to point to a
sociality of linguistic form where “understanding”
is already a kind of “giving one another to under-
stand,” and where eloquence or expression in speech
is to be understood in relation to this sociality. There
is a non-self-centric doing of language with the
tongue, which gives rise to the social as a practice
of linguistic being in inessential life, where the life
of a single being is not to be understood as a ground
for the social, and where the practice of language mir-
rors the understanding of what being is, what thought
occasions, and what relation, in collectivity, may be said
to be.” In a passage I cited above al-Jahiz uses the word
4elea (jama ‘ah) to refer to a plurality of beings, and we
may understand this plurality as being produced
through a language practice that institutes the social,
where an inessential mode of being together, a gather-
ing without substance, is convoked.

In this linguistic gathering, a coming together of
creatures, we might think of al-Jahiz as giving to us a
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practice where thought transpires in language as a
plural social form, and where what it is that one
does when one understands is a shared practice
among living beings. And so if the interrelational
form of the verb tafd ‘ala promises a communication
between beings, the action occasioned in it exceeds
this frame to become a social mode in excess of
what transpires when one being gives language to
be understood by another—as in Ibn Qutayba’s
manual. Instead of an exchange of semantic content,
language becomes a doing that calls into being an
inessential collective. In this way, the gathering of
creatures of which al-Jahiz writes is indistinguish-
able from language and this gathering may be said,
therefore, to be hll 3his (mantiq al-tayr; “the lan-
guage of the birds”), at once the birds’ language
and their gathering in a collectivity occasioned in
a scene of address where any single being is already
more and less than itself. What is given is a sense of
the social that is also a mode of being where relation
is a practice for an indetermined collective life, a
gathering without return to a temporally coherent
or self-determined subject or ground: a language
praxis. Al-Jahiz gives us to think this collective life
as poetic, and, more generally, as linguistic, and in
this sense we may understand lafz as giving us to
think the relation of utterance to language, language
to form, form to sociality, sociality to collective
being, and being to its formation in a linguistic
life where this or that utterance—as well as this or
that being, thing, word, or relation, as indistinct as
these are—will never merely have been its own.

NOTES

I thank Anna Ziajka Stanton, Lara Harb, and Jeannie Miller for
their generous and incisive readings of this essay and for their
thoughtful comments and conversation with Shaden Tageldin,
Hoda El Shakry, Alexander Key, Christian Junge, and Hany
Rashwan in relation to an earlier draft.

1. Translations here and in what follows are my own.

2. Ilearn here from Ferreira da Silva, Toward a Global Idea.

3. Ilearn here from the discussion of philology as “logology” in
Hamacher; of the transformations in the Arabic language in the
nineteenth century in Tageldin; of the new sense of adab (as “lit-
erature”) installed in the nineteenth century in Allan; of the
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privilege of the monolingual state in Rastegar; and of the new
world of legality—a juridicalization of the social—generated in
the nineteenth century in Esmeir.

4. And consider, in relation to Arabic poetics, the discussion in
Key, where what takes place is a “readjustment of the lexical rela-
tionship between vocal form [lafz] and mental content [ma nal,”
and where, in this “readjustment,” one may notice a sense of lan-
guage as a practice in the explication of the poetic (240; interpola-
tions added).

5. And consider as well the discussion of the s (ta ‘wid;
“training” or “habituation”) of the tongue in al-Isfahani:

LYY (e b Sl il a5e (e XS e il sl 2 i) J
(31)

Al-*Attabi said: Those who have best mastered speech are those
who have trained their runaway tongues on the field of words.

6. In relation to the ear and “voice,” see also al-Jurjani, where
sawt is defined as Fleall Y Lelesy ¢l 5lL Al 43S (“a quality carried
by the air, which it bears into the inner ear”; 210).

7. And consider the discussion of listening in relation to elo-
quence in al-‘Askari:

ol Gl o1 L ey 113 daliiall (8 e Laiaa T A3 kS L
adl) A:J‘ 553}‘“” ‘:_'uud\
(25)

And perhaps eloquence resides in listening, for the
addressee, if they do not listen well, will not understand the
meaning, which speech conveys to them.
See, as well, Harb’s discussion of listening in relation to “indirect sig-
nification” and “figurative speech” in terms of “the process of ascrip-
tion, not the ascription itself,” a process that, as Harb explains,
maintains a sense of practiced form in relation to language and, in
the context she studies, logic: “This process of ascription is based on
a logical relationship that the listener has to deduce in order to
grasp the intended meaning” (192).
8. For a discussion of the aporetic dimensions of al-Jahiz’s dis-
cussion of language and living beings, see Miller.
9. In the formulations I offer I learn and diverge from the acute
reading of al-Jahiz in relation to a “dynamic perennially open
semiosis” in Judy (448).
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