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	WORD FOR WORD: Is living a sin? —Khaled Ahmed
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Living a full life leads to happiness and it could also mean prosperity. Therefore the most popular Muslim girl’s name is ‘Ayesha meaning prosperous and happy. At the lower level, bread too is called ‘aish in Arabic. Bread is basic to life

We are supposed to care more for the Hereafter than this life. This life is delimited by the senses and will pollute the soul unless we are careful. That is why roots of most words used to denote life also carry negative meanings.

The root that gives us the word for life is ‘aysh. We have a vulgar word for someone who has a nice time of the lower sort, ‘aish. But we also have names like ‘Aish Muhammad. If ‘aish means life why do we use it derogatively? Is living a sin?

The truth is that ‘aish has a secondary meaning. It also means someone who has had a full and successful life.

Living a full life leads to happiness and it could also mean prosperity. Therefore the most popular Muslim girl’s name is ‘Ayesha, meaning prosperous and happy. At the lower level, bread too is called ‘aish in Arabic. Bread, of course, is basic to life.

When someone goes in search of the necessities of life he is supposed to be looking for mu’ash, from the same ‘aish root. If you apply this to the collective whole of a society you get a name for economy, mu’eeshat. All three words of course come from the root meaning life.

But you can overdo the living bit. If you are excessive, you are ‘ayyash, a pleasure-driven man of unreliable character. And the horrible things you may do would be called ‘ayyashi. Good life is okay but it has to keep an eye cocked to the Hereafter.

There is another very fertile root that gives us a synonym for life. That is hyy, meaning to shrink. Arabic roots have to be rationalised and the rationale is that when something is alive it shrinks from its original mass to signal its living condition.

For instance if you touch an insect, it will shrink to the touch if it is alive. We get the word hayat from this root, meaning life. Quran uses hayat al-dunya to denote the lesser life on earth. Hayat is a popular name just as ‘Aish is not.

The shrinking bit comes to the fore when we use haya (from the same root) for shame or modesty. It is thought that when you feel shame you tend to shrink or wince. In Arabic a snake may be called hayyat because it shrinks all the time.

But the most important derivation from this root is Yahya meaning giver of life. It is one of the 99 appellations of Allah. Good Muslim names include Yahya and Hayyi both meaning the same.

The hyy root is also the opposite of the mwt root which gives us maut (death). The hyy root also explains life in terms of the senses. Animals live on the basis of the senses alone and are called haiwan. When you revive something you say ehya, which is our translation of the English word renaissance.

There is an interesting parallel between Arabic and English when you consider that life and loaf are pretty close in sound. The two words are not accepted by etymologists as linked but I have my doubts.

Life comes from the Germanic tribes that fought all the time. Life means that which remains from battle. Loaf was first hlaef linking to the Russian word for bread khleb. It is from hlaef that we get the word lady.

Lady was once hlaefdige, one who kneads the bread. As it became lady, it denoted the importance of the person who cooks in a society made up of hungry warriors. In old Turkey the man who was in charge of food was appointed prime minister! Today khansama is used to name our cook but in old days he was the first among ministers. *


