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To think that the root “zhr” meaning backside would give us so many nice words! The truth is that most Arabic roots denoting backside give us words of wisdom. Why should words of shame actually guide us towards wisdom?

Your backside may not be a source of pride for you. In fact in our proud society it can be made the centre of one’s shame and dishonour. Warlike nations don’t mention it too much because this is the part of the body you show when you are running away from the battle.

But in our Urdu language the backside may be concealed in many good words. Our word for planning is tadbir which comes from the Arabic root dbr meaning backside. Here backside means that which comes last. Thus anyone who thinks of the end is a planner.

The best word to come out of the backside is mudabbir which we use for a statesman who has more wisdom than the men he leads. You can use dubar as a polite word for backside.

The other polite word we use in Urdu for the backside is miq’ad which comes from the root q’d meaning back. If you get on to an Arab airliner your seat will carry the word miq’ad meaning exactly that: seat.

The base is of course qa’eda from the same root. We use it for the first primer we read in Urdu because it is the base of our language learning. Osama bin Laden calls his organisation Al Qaeda because it a base for his fighters.

Let’s discuss another word for the backside, zihar. Its ancillary meaning is anything which is opposite of inward. So it means outward appearance too. We have so many names coined from the root zhr (back) that we can’t count them on our fingers.

In our personal law we have one ground for divorce which is actually quite stupid and the Quran says so. It is related to an old Arab custom of setting one’s wife aside (divorce) by comparing her backside to the backside of one’s mother.

This kind of unfair divorce is called zihar which Islam sought to abolish when new laws for divorce were announced. This zihar was an old way of expressing a unilateral sexual rejection of one’s wife.

But in all other respects the root zhr (back) gives us good words. When we help someone we use the Persian word pusht-panahi meaning protecting someone’s back. That is what the name Zaheer means.

The root zhr means that which is outward. (Backside sticking out?) Hence words that express externalisation of things. When we say Zahir we mean manifest or clearly in evidence. But we should not forget that it may also mean helper.

Zahir is that which is external. It is the opposite of baatin which means that which is hidden. Baatin also means belly. In terms of physical positioning, the belly is the opposite of the backside.

The act of being manifest is zahoor which is also a popular name. When the sun is most manifest during the afternoon because of the heat it produces we call that period of time zuhr.

When we come out in the streets and manifest our feelings we call the occasion muzahira. Anything which becomes the token or indicator of something is called mazhar. The name Mazhar points to the manifester of divinity.

When we express ourselves we externalise that which rests in our minds. Therefore expression is called izhaar. We use this word quite a lot in Urdu. It is also a popular name.

One of the 99 names of Allah is Al Zahir which means the Lord of all that is manifest. Things that are manifest would be zawahir. That is the word from which the family name of Al Qaeda’s leader Al Zawahiri is derived. *


