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Abstract

The term tamaththul, derived from the root mathal meaning resemblance
and similarity, is used only once in the Noble Qur’an, in verse 17 of Surat
Maryam. This unique usage, from both semantic and ontological
perspectives, conveys a profound concept regarding the mode of
manifestation of immaterial realities in a perceptible form. The present
study, employing a comparative semantic analysis method, examines the
lexical root, morphological structure, and exegetical, philosophical, and
mystical dimensions of this term, as well as its points of distinction from
related terms such as shabah (likeness), ‘adil (equivalent), nazir
(counterpart), and muttafiq (congruent). Furthermore, by analyzing its
relationship with concepts such as tajalli (theophany), tajassum
(embodiment), tajas-sud (incarnation), and takhayyul (imagination), the
study elucidates the semantic scope of tamaththul in Strat Maryam. The
findings indicate that tamaththul does not denote material incarnation;
rather, it signifies the imaginal manifestation of a non-material reality at the
level of human perception—that is, the descent of a truth from the realm of
jabartt or malakiit to the realm of imagination or the imaginal world in order
to be comprehensible to human beings. Consequently, tamaththul is a
liminal concept that explicates the connection between the unseen realm and
the sensory world.

Keywords: Tamaththul, Sirat Maryam, tajalli, imaginal world, Qur’anic
semantics.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The semantic analysis of Qur’anic vocabulary that
pertains to the modes of manifestation and human
perception of immaterial realities constitutes a
foundational concern in Qur’anic studies, Islamic
philosophy, and mystical hermeneutics. Among
such terms, tamaththul occupies a uniquely
significant position, as it occurs only once in the
Noble Qur’an, specifically in verse 17 of Sturat
Maryam:  “fa-tamaththala  laha  basharan
sawiyyan.” Despite its singular occurrence, the
term is embedded in a dense conceptual network
that intersects linguistics, ontology, epistemology,
and theology. The rarity of tamaththul has often led
to reductive interpretations that equate it with
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simple appearance, embodiment, or
anthropomorphic transformation. However, a
rigorous semantic inquiry demonstrates that such
readings obscure the precise ontological and
epistemic function of the term. Drawing upon
comparative semantic analysis, this study situates
tamaththul within its lexical roots, morphological
structure, and its differentiated relationship with
cognate terms such as mithl, shabah, nazir, ‘adil,
and muttafig, showing that tamaththul does not
signify equality of essence or mere resemblance but
rather the manifestation of a hidden, immaterial
reality in a perceptible form suited to human
cognition (Farahidi, 1989; Qurashi Banna'i,
1992; Raghib Isfahani & Khosravi, 1995). This
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approach enables a reconstruction of tamaththul as
a liminal concept that mediates between the unseen
realm (ghayb) and the sensory or imaginal domains
of human experience.

From a linguistic and morphological perspective,
tamaththul derives from the root m-th-I, denoting
likeness and form, but its occurrence in the tafa “‘ul
pattern introduces critical semantic nuances. The
tafa “‘ul form implies reception, graduality, and the
acceptance of form without ontological conversion,
indicating that the subject of tamaththul does not
undergo a change in essence but appears through a
received modality. Classical lexicographers
emphasize that tamaththul signifies the emergence
of a form for the perceiver rather than the
transformation of the perceived entity itself
(Bostani & Mahyar, 1996; Raghib Isfahani &
Khosravi, 1995). When contrasted with shababh,
which refers to superficial sensory similarity, or
‘adil, which denotes equivalence in judgment
rather than essence, tamaththul emerges as a
distinct process whereby a non-material reality
becomes cognitively accessible without forfeiting
its immaterial status (Asgari, 1980). This linguistic
distinction is essential for avoiding theological
misreadings that conflate tamaththul with
incarnation or corporealization, errors that have
historically fueled doctrinal confusion in both
polemical and apologetic contexts.

Exegetical interpretations of Strat Maryam further
clarify the semantic specificity of tamaththul.
Classical and contemporary commentators
consistently affirm that the Qur’anic phrase “fa-
tamaththala laha basharan sawiyyan” does not
imply that the divine spirit (identified as Jibril)
became human in substance, but rather that he
appeared to Maryam in a humanly perceptible
form. Al-Tas1 interprets the verse as a
manifestation (zuhir) in human form without
ontological alteration, while Makarim Shirazi
explicitly rejects any notion of essential
transformation, emphasizing that tamaththul
signifies perceptual presentation rather than
metaphysical change (Makarem Shirazi, 2017;
Tusi). This position is elaborated philosophically

VY

by ‘Allamah Tabataba’1, who argues that the vision
experienced by Maryam occurred within the
domain of sensory-imaginal perception, not within
the order of material embodiment, thereby
preserving both divine transcendence and the
epistemic integrity of prophetic experience
(Tabataba'i & Mousavi Hamedani, 2014). These
exegetical insights converge on the conclusion that
tamaththul articulates a specific mode of divine
communication calibrated to human perceptual
capacity.

Philosophical and mystical analyses deepen this
understanding by situating tamaththul within the
broader cosmology of Islamic metaphysics. Within
the hierarchical ontology of existence—ranging
from lahat and jabarat t0 malakit and nasit—
tamaththul occurs at the level of the imaginal realm
(‘alam al-mithal), which functions as an
intermediary domain between pure intelligibles and
material bodies (Montazeri, 2015; Zehni Tehrani,
1990). Mystical authorities describe this realm as
the locus where meanings acquire form without
matter, enabling immaterial truths to be ‘“seen”
without being materialized. In this framework,
tamaththul is neither subjective fantasy nor
objective corporeality, but an ontologically
grounded manifestation that possesses form,
measure, and intelligibility without material
substance (Sabzevari, 2004). Ibn ‘Arabi’s theory
of imaginal perception and later philosophical
elaborations by Mulla Sadra further support this
interpretation by identifying tamaththul as a
necessary mechanism for divine self-disclosure to
finite intellects, a disclosure that maintains the
integrity of both the divine source and the human
recipient (Jandi, 2002; Talmasani, 1992).

The semantic field of tamaththul becomes clearer
when contrasted with related concepts such as
tajalli  (theophany), takhayyul (imagination),
tajassum (embodiment), and tajassud
(incarnation). Tajalli refers to divine self-
disclosure without form or likeness, as exemplified
in the Qur’anic account of God’s manifestation to
the mountain, a disclosure that annihilates rather
than mediates perception (Tabataba'i & Mousavi
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Hamedani, 2014). Takhayyul, by contrast, is a
purely subjective operation of the human mind and
lacks ontological grounding in an external reality
(Raghib Isfahani & Khosravi, 1995). Tajassum
and tajassud imply materialization or bodily
existence, processes explicitly excluded from the
semantic scope of tamaththul (Hosseini-Far &
Amini Kahriz-Sangi, 2018; Javadi Amoli, 2002).
Through this comparative analysis, tamaththul
emerges as a distinct and irreducible category: an
ontological mediation that enables encounter
without incarnation, vision without embodiment,
and knowledge without ontological reduction.

In conclusion, the semantic reconstruction of
tamaththul in Strat Maryam demonstrates that the
term signifies the imaginal manifestation of an
immaterial reality for human perception, not
material incarnation or subjective illusion.
Tamaththul functions as a barzakhic concept that
bridges the unseen and the seen, allowing divine
communication to occur within the limits of human
cognition  while  preserving  metaphysical
transcendence. By integrating linguistic analysis,
Qur’anic exegesis, philosophical ontology, and
mystical cosmology, this study clarifies the
conceptual precision of tamaththul and underscores
its importance for Qur’anic semantics, theological
coherence, and hermeneutical rigor.
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