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1 Introduction

The Arabic alphabet has long been more than a 
tool for sound representation; it has functioned 
as a system of symbols deeply embedded in the 
religious, artistic, and intellectual traditions 
of Islamic cultures. As Annemarie Schimmel 
(1984) notes, in Islamic civilization, “letters 
were never regarded as arbitrary signs, but as 

bearers of a sacred power” (Mystical Dimen-
sions of Islam, p. 388). This perspective reflects 
a broader anthropological insight: writing 
systems are not merely technical instruments 
but cultural artifacts that encode worldviews 
(Goody 1986).

In particular, the symbolic role of letters has 
been emphasized in mystical traditions such 
as Hurūfism, where each letter is treated as a 
key to the hidden structure of the universe. 
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According to Şinasi Gündüz (1998), Hurūfī 
thinkers saw the alphabet as a “cosmological 
map” in which divine truths were concealed 
and revealed. Within this framework, Arabic 
letters become “condensed symbols” in Victor 
Turner’s sense (Turner 1967), embodying 
multiple layers of meaning – phonetic, 
numerical, metaphysical, and aesthetic 
–  simultaneously.

The sacralization of the Arabic script is 
closely tied to the Qur’an. As Jack Goody (2000) 
argues, literacy in religious contexts often 
elevates the written word to a sacred status, 
and in Islam, the Qur’an is considered not only 
a divine message but also a linguistic miracle 
(iʿjāz al-Qurʾān). This elevation extends to the 
individual letters themselves, particularly 
those that appear as the mysterious ḥurūf 
al-muqaṭṭaʿāt at the beginnings of certain 
Qur’anic chapters, such as Alif-Lam-Mim or 
Nun. The ambiguity of these isolated letters 
has inspired generations of exegetes and 
mystics to ascribe symbolic meanings to them, 
treating them as fragments of divine speech 
that resist ordinary interpretation (Khalidi 
2006).

This paper focuses on three such letters - 
Alif (ا), Waw (و), Nun (ن) - each of which carries 
profound symbolic significance in Islamic 
intellectual and artistic traditions. Alif is 
often seen as the sign of divine unity and 
uprightness; Waw as a symbol of creation and 
humility; Nun as an emblem of mystery and 
destiny. These associations are not arbitrary 
but emerge from a long history of theological 
reflection, mystical speculation, and artistic 
innovation, particularly in calligraphy.

The guiding question of this study is 
therefore: How do these three Arabic letters 
function as symbols that transcend their 

phonetic value, and what cultural, religious, 
and artistic meanings have they acquired? 
By adopting an approach grounded in 
symbolic anthropology (Geertz 1973) and 
anthropological linguistics, this research 
seeks to demonstrate how Arabic letters, as 
cultural symbols, participate in meaning-
making processes that shape collective 
identity, spiritual imagination, and aesthetic 
expression.

2 Theoretical Framework: Anthropological 
Linguistics, Semiotics, and Sacred Writing

This study aims to explore the symbolic 
meanings of Arabic letters – specifically Alif, 
Waw, and Nun – based on the assumption 
that language is not merely a tool of communi-
cation, but also a cultural and meaning-making 
system. Therefore, the theoretical foundation 
of the research is shaped by anthropological 
linguistics, which examines the relationship 
between language and culture, and semiotics, 
which analyses signs and processes of signifi-
cation. Furthermore, within the Islamic cul-
tural sphere, the metaphysical status attributed 
to writing and letters situates the analysis 
within the context of sacred writing.

 
2.1 Anthropological Linguistics: The 
Relationship between Language and Culture

Anthropological linguistics approaches lan-
guage as organically intertwined with the 
cultural structure, belief system, and worl-
dview of the society that produces and uses 
it. This approach moves beyond vocabulary 
and grammar to investigate how language 
categorizes, shapes, and transmits cultural 
reality. Edward Sapir defined language as “a 
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symbolic system which guides social reality in 
an extraordinarily complex way” (Sapir 1931: 
578). From this perspective, language is not a 
passive instrument but an active force in the 
construction of the social world.

The Linguistic Relativity Hypothesis, 
developed by Sapir and his student Benjamin 
Lee Whorf (commonly referred to as the Sapir-
Whorf Hypothesis), provides one of the most 
influential frameworks for understanding 
this relationship. The hypothesis posits that 
the structure and conceptual categories of 
a language shape how its speakers perceive 
and experience the world. Whorf argued, 
“Every language is a vast pattern-system, 
different from others, in which are culturally 
ordained the forms and categories by which 
the personality not only communicates, but 
also analyses nature, notices or neglects types 
of relationships and phenomena, channels 
his reasoning, and builds the house of his 
consciousness” (Whorf 1956: 252–253). In 
the context of this study, this suggests that 
the Arabic writing system – and particularly 
the symbolic meanings ascribed to its 
letters – functions as a guide in how Muslim 
communities interpret their religious and 
cultural worlds. The fact that letters signify 
not only phonetic sounds but also profound 
theological and philosophical concepts (such as 
unity, connection, and wisdom) demonstrates 
how the conceptual map of language is 
interwoven with cultural codes. It is important 
to note that these symbolic interpretations of 
letters developed primarily in the post-Islamic 
context, as the spirituality introduced by 
religion directly shaped processes of meaning-
making and the production of cultural 
memory.

This approach enables us to analyse letter 
symbolism not in isolation, but as part of 
the worldview of the culture that produced 
it. The interpretation of a letter through its 
form, sound, and numerical value exemplifies 
how linguistic signs acquire function and 
meaning within cultural systems—making 
letter symbolism a quintessential subject of 
anthropological linguistic inquiry.

2.2 Semiotics: Interpreting the Letters

Semiotics, or the science of signs, is the study 
of signs and their functioning in communi-
cation. When letters are considered as lin-
guistic signs, the analytical tools of semiotics 
become indispensable for understanding their 
symbolic dimension. In this study, the theories 
of Ferdinand de Saussure and Charles Sanders 
Peirce are especially relevant.

Saussure defined the sign as an arbitrary 
relationship between a signifier (the sound-
image or written form) and a signified (the 
concept, Saussure 1959: 67). For example, 
the physical shape of the letter Alif (ا) is the 
signifier, while the concept of “oneness” 
or the idea of “transcendence” it evokes in 
the mind is the signified. Yet in the case of 
Arabic letter symbolism, this relationship is 
not entirely arbitrary. A strong connection is 
established between the visual form (signifier) 
of the letter and its metaphysical meaning 
(signified). For instance, the vertical line of 
Alif and its association with “unity” (tawḥīd) 
and “exaltation” suggest an iconic relation-
ship grounded in resemblance rather than 
convention.

At this point, Charles Sanders Peirce’s more 
comprehensive typology of signs provides a 
useful framework. Peirce divided signs into 



57

three categories: icon (based on resemblance), 
index (based on causality  or  physical  
connection),  and  symbol  (based  on  con-
vention)  (Peirce,  1931–58, §§2.247–2.249).

 
● Icon: The upright form of Alif in relation 

to “uprightness” and “rectitude” is iconic. 
Similarly, the bowl-shaped form of Nun 
resembles an inkwell, evoking the idea of 
a vessel in which knowledge or wisdom is 
contained.

● Index: The grammatical function of Waw 
as the conjunction “and” has an indexical 
relationship with its symbolism of 
connection and linkage (rabita). Here, the 
symbolic meaning is causally related to the 
letter's linguistic function.

● Symbol: The abjad numerical values 
of letters, such as Alif = 1 and Waw = 6, 
represent theological concepts (1 = divine 
unity, 6 = divine omnipresence) purely 
through cultural convention. Without 
shared agreement, these associations 
would not exist.

This tripartite framework enables us to analyse 
how Arabic letters construct multilayered 
systems of meaning. A single letter may simul-
taneously display iconic (through its form), 
indexical (through its grammatical function), 
and symbolic (through its numerical or con-
ventional value) properties.

2.3 Sacred Writing and the Ground of 
Metaphysical Meaning

While the tools of anthropological linguistics 
and semiotics help us analyse the cultural 
meanings of letters, to fully grasp the sym-
bolism of letters in the Islamic context, it is 

necessary to consider the metaphysical status 
of writing and language. Within the tradition 
of revelation, the sacred text is not merely a 
message but also the physical manifestation 
of divine speech. This invests its constitutive 
elements – letters and words – with a sacred 
character.

The Qur’an’s muqaṭṭaʿāt (disjointed letters 
such as Nun, Alif-Lām-Mīm, etc.) are among the 
most striking examples of this phenomenon. 
In the exegetical tradition, numerous 
speculations have been offered regarding their 
meaning: some commentators regarded them 
as secret codes between God and the Prophet, 
others as keys to the divine names, or as 
symbols pointing to the mysteries of creation 
(Gündüzöz 2011: 47–49). Such interpretations 
demonstrate that writing, in this context, 
transcends its communicative function and 
acquires an ontological dimension.

The thought of Ibn al-ʿArabī provides the 
theoretical foundation for this metaphysical 
ground. According to his doctrine of waḥdat 
al-wujūd (the unity of being), everything is a 
manifestation (tajallī) of the Absolute Being 
(God). In this sense, letters themselves are 
forms through which the divine names and 
attributes manifest. Ibn al-ʿArabī states, 
“Letters, too, are a world like us… among them 
are prophets, and each has names appropriate 
to it” (al-Futūḥāt al-Makkiyya, I:58; cited in 
Demirli 2008: 228), thereby positioning letters 
as an independent ontological category. For 
him, the articulation of letters through human 
breath parallels the creative act of God through 
the “Breath of the All-Merciful” (al-nafas al-
raḥmānī), which brings the cosmos into being 
(Demirli 2008: 229–231). This analogy renders 
letters a microcosm of the creative process and 
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grounds their symbolic interpretations in a 
metaphysical framework.

In conclusion, the theoretical framework 
of this study rests on three pillars: anthropo-
logical linguistics enables us to understand 
letter symbolism as part of a cultural system; 
semiotics allows us to analyse the mechanisms 
of signification (icon, index, symbol); and the 
context of sacred writing – particularly the 
metaphysical background of Islamic thought 
– explains why this symbolism occupies such 
a profound and central role. Taken together, 
this interdisciplinary approach demonstrates 
how the letters Alif, Waw, and Nun function 
not merely as graphic signs but as powerful 
cultural and spiritual indicators.

3 Case Studies: Symbolic Interpretations of 
Selected Letters

Building on the theoretical framework out-
lined in Section 2, this section examines the 
symbolic dimensions of Alif (ا), Waw (و), and 
Nun (ن). Each letter is explored through three 
interrelated perspectives: its role in cultural 
memory and literature (anthropological lin-
guistics), its function as a sign (semiotics), and 
its theological or mystical resonances (sacred 
writing). This layered approach demonstrates 
how Arabic letters operate as cultural and 
metaphysical archetypes, simultaneously 
embedded in poetry, art, and spiritual dis-
course.

3.1 Alif (ا): The Pillar of Unity and 
Transcendence

As the first letter of the Arabic alphabet, Alif 
holds an unparalleled position in the symbolic 
universe of Islamic culture. Its simplicity of 

form – a single vertical line – and its abjad value 
of 1, representing absolute unity, have made it 
one of the most profound symbols in mystical 
and theological traditions.

In Sufi terminology, Alif is often described 
as “the extension of the point” (Ceylan 2001: 
145). While the point (nuqṭa) symbolizes the 
hidden and absolute essence of Being (al-
Dhāt), Alif emerges through its movement 
and extension. In this sense, Alif is the first 
manifestation of divine reality, the archetype 
from which all other letters derive (Ceylan 
2001: 146). This metaphor closely parallels the 
doctrine of waḥdat al-wujūd (unity of existence). 
Ibn al-ʿArabī deepens this vision: “It is both 
the center of the circle and its circumference; 
both the composition of the worlds and their 
resolution” (Kanık 1996: 129).

The most fundamental meaning of Alif 
lies in its representation of unity (tawḥīd). 
Its numerical value of 1 makes it the purest 

Figure 1: Konya Mevlevi Lodge. 

Source: Architect Elif Merve Gürer
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symbol of God’s indivisible essence (aḥadiyya) 
(Uludağ 1995: 167; cited in Ceylan 2001: 146). 
Ibn al-ʿArabī explains: “As the number One 
pervades all numbers, Alif pervades all letters. 
Everything depends on it, but it depends on 
nothing” (al-Futūḥāt al-Makkiyya, I:65; cited in 
Demirli 2008: 234). The fact that Alif does not 
connect to subsequent letters and has no dot 
further symbolizes purity and transcendence 
from multiplicity (Ceylan, 2001, p. 146).

Alif’s symbolism extends to cosmology and 
anthropology. The term alifbā itself signifies 
the beginning of knowledge and being. In 
Sufi ethics, the murshid al-kāmil is described 
as “straight as Alif in his words, deeds, and 
states” (Zâtî Süleyman, cited in Ceylan 2001: 
146). Moreover, the association of Alif with 
the number one thousand (alf), which visually 
resembles it, connects it to the thousand divine 
names (al-asmāʾ al-ḥusnā) (Uludağ 1995: 167).

In Divan poetry, Alif takes on worldly 
connotations. The beloved’s stature, the lover’s 
sigh, and even physical attributes such as nose, 
finger, sword, or spear are described in terms 
of Alif (Çelebioğlu 1986; cited in Ceylan 2001: 
145). These literary uses show the adaptability 
of Alif, from a metaphysical emblem of divine 
unity to an aesthetic metaphor of beauty and 
desire.

Alif, with its archetypal position, 
represents the transcendent oneness of God 
and the uprightness of perfected humanity. 
Its simultaneous presence in mystical 
metaphysics and secular poetics illustrates 
the polyvalence of letters as cultural and 
theological signs.

3.2 Waw (و): The Symbol of Unity, Humility, 
and Aesthetic Form

Divan poetry and Islamic art employ Waw not 
only as a phonetic unit but also as a cultural 
and mystical symbol. Its grammatical versa-
tility, symbolic richness, and graceful form 
granted it a privileged position in both literary 
and visual traditions.

As the 26th letter of the Arabic alphabet, 
Waw functions as a conjunction (“and”), a long 
vowel marker, and an oath particle (waw al-
qasam). In Qur’anic usage, it often introduces 
oaths, such as wa-sh-shams (“By the sun”), 

Figure 2. Image. Source: Architect Elif Merve Gürer
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invoking divine testimony (Özkafa 2015: 2578). 
In Ottoman Turkish, it enabled the adaptation 
of Persian compounds into poetic diction, as in 
ʿilm ü ʿ irfān (“knowledge and wisdom”) or qaḍā 
vü qadar (“fate and destiny”).

Symbolic and Mystical Meanings

● Unity: The abjad value of Waw is 6. Mystics 
noted that the divine name Allāh has an 
abjad value of 66, equal to the combined 
values of Adam and Eve. This correlation 
placed Waw at the center of reflections on 
divine-human unity (waḥdat al-wujūd) 
(Özkafa 2015: 2581). Two Waws written 
together (66) directly symbolize God.

● Humility and Humanity: The curved form 
of Waw has been likened to the human 
figure in bowing (rukūʿ) or prostration 
(sujūd), as well as to a fetus (Baltacıoğlu, 
1971, p. 116). These associations high-
light humility and dependence before the 
Creator.

● Poetic Uses: Expressions such as “the Waw 
of immersion” (vav-ı istiġrāq) to describe 
mystical ecstasy, or “the Waw of covenant” 
(vav-ı ʿahd) for binding promises, reveal 
its semantic richness. Conversely, “saint 

without Waw” (vavsız evliyā) mocked 
superficial religiosity.

Waw’s form made it central in calligraphy. 
Monumental Waws written in celī sülüs were 
often filled with Qur’anic verses or the declara-
tion of faith. Notable examples include Bursa’s 
Great Mosque (Ulu Cami V2), where such in-
scriptions became known as the “Ship of Faith” 
(Āmentü Gemisi) and the “Bazaar of Waws” 
(Vavlar Çarşısı) (Özkafa 2015: 2585–2586).

Waw thus transcends its grammatical role, 
embodying divine unity, humility, and spiri-
tual depth. As Özkafa (2015) summarizes, Waw 
is “a symbolic mirror of the human condition, 
linking creation, submission, and divine unity” 
(p. 2577).

Figure 3. Yeşyurt Quba Masjid. Source: Architect Elif Merve Gürer

Figure 4.“Motifs of paired Waw letters”. Source: Architect Elif 

Merve Gürer
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3.3 Nun (ن): The Seal of Hiddenness and the 
Vessel of Wisdom

Nun, the 25th letter of the Arabic alphabet, 
occupies a particularly rich symbolic place due 
to its distinctive form – a semicircle resembling 
a bowl or inkwell – and its role as a ḥarf muqaṭṭaʿ 
at the opening of Sūrat al-Qalam (Q 68: 1).

Nun has been associated with objects such 

as the sword’s edge, a fish (al-ḥūt), or an inkwell 
(al-dawāt) (Gündüzöz 2011: 48). In Divan po-
etry, its bowl-like form inspired comparisons 
to cups, while its curve resembled the beloved’s 
eyebrow or the crescent moon (Ceylan 2001: 
150).

Classical exegetes interpreted Nun in Nun. By 
the Pen… as fish or inkwell (Gündüzöz 2011: 
50). A report from Ibn ʿAbbās relates: “The 
first thing God created was the Pen. Then He 
created Nun – the inkwell – and commanded 
the Pen: ‘Write,’ and it inscribed all decrees 
until the Day of Judgment” (Ibn Qutayba, 1978; 
cited in Gündüzöz 2011: 51). Others imagined 
Nun as the cosmic fish carrying the earths (Ibn 
Kathīr). The connection to Jonah (Dhū al-Nūn) 
reinforced its symbolism as both prison and 
salvation (Elmalılı, cited in Gündüzöz 2011: 52). 
Comparative thinkers linked it to Hindu and 
Christian fish symbolism (Guénon, 1980).

In Sufi thought, Nun is associated with 
condensed knowledge (ʿ ilm al-ijmāl), the hidden 
essence of truth (Uludağ 1995; Ceylan 2001: 151). 
Its link with nūr (light) inspired the notion of 
nūn al-nūr (“the Nun of light”) (Fakîh 2002). Ibn 
al-ʿArabī offers a deeper view:

“It’s Nun of existence! Its essential point indi-
cates its Worshipped One. Its being proceeds 
from His generosity, and all exalted exis-
tences proceed from His bounty… Know, that 
Friend, that Nun belongs to the realm of Mulk 
and Jabarūt… Its numerical value is fifty in 
the major abjad system and five in the minor. 
Its element is earth; its nature cold and dry… 
It is pure yet deficient, awe-inspiring and fear-
some. The Essence belongs to it.”
(Kanık 1996: 143–144).

This description situates Nun within both the 
cosmological and mystical hierarchies of cre-
ation.

As Gündüzöz (2011: 53–54) emphasizes, 
Nun’s symbolic meanings align with the psy-
choacoustic qualities of /n/, which in Arabic 
roots often conveys emergence, bursting forth, 

Figure 5. “Kalem Suresi” başlığı ve içerik. 
Source: Rahmet Gemisi (2017)
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or lamentation. Thus Nun embodies paradox: 
revelation and concealment, manifestation and 
enclosure.

Nun exemplifies how a single sign can con-
dense diverse theological, mystical, and cul-
tural layers. It has been conceived as inkwell, 
fish, prison, vessel of light, and cosmic arche-
type – simultaneously poetic metaphor and 
metaphysical foundation.

4 Analysis and Discussion: Layers of 
Meaning through Three Letters

As the theoretical framework of this study 
has shown, Arabic letters function not only 
through their phonetic values but also as cul-
tural signs imbued with symbolic depth. The 
analysis of Alif, Waw, and Nun reveals the 
extraordinary richness and interconnect-
edness of this symbolic universe. This section 
offers a comparative analysis of the three 
letters, highlighting their layered meanings 
and discussing their significance from an 
anthropological-linguistic perspective.

4.1 A Hierarchy of Meaning and a Network of 
Relations: The Alif–Waw–Nun Triad

Although Alif, Waw, and Nun each present a 
coherent symbolic world when considered sep-
arately, together they form a triadic system that 
can be read as a cosmological cycle or a hier-
archy of existence.

●  Alif (ا): The Symbol of Oneness and the 
Absolute

 Alif, associated with beginnings, unity, 
and absoluteness, occupies the apex of this 
hierarchy. Its simple form, lack of a dot, and 
refusal to connect to other letters make it, in 

Saussurean terms, a “pure” signifier, whose 
signified is the idea of unity (tawḥīd). Ibn 
al-ʿArabī observed: “As the number One 
pervades all numbers, Alif pervades all 
letters” (al-Futūḥāt al-Makkiyya, I:65; cited 
in Demirli 2008: 234). In Peircean terms, its 
iconic quality (vertical form = uprightness) 
and symbolic dimension (abjad value = 1) 
both reinforce its role as the archetype of 
unity. From an anthropological-linguistic 
perspective, Alif embodies the core value 
of Islamic culture – tawḥīd – serving as the 
cornerstone of its worldview.

●  Waw (و): The Symbol of Mediation and 
Descent

 Waw acts as a bridge between Alif’s 
absolute unity and Nun’s multiplicity. 
Its grammatical role as “and” cements its 
function as a connector within language, 
representing a clear indexical relationship 
between form and meaning. In Sufi cos-
mology, Waw symbolizes the insān al-kāmil 
(Perfect Human), who mediates between 
God and creation. Its form, resembling 
a bowing or prostrating figure, provides 
an iconic support for this interpretation 
(Ceylan 2001:  151). Thus Waw marks the 
stage of descent, where the abstract prin-
ciple (Alif) moves toward the manifest 
(Nun).

●  Nun (ن): The Symbol of Manifestation 
and Hidden Wisdom

 Nun corresponds to the world of mul-
tiplicity and manifestation. Its inkwell 
form links it to knowledge, writing, and 
revelation; its association with the cosmic 
fish symbolizes both cosmic support and 
the tension of captivity and rebirth (as in 
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Jonah’s story) (Gündüzöz 2011: 50–52). In 
semiotic terms, Nun is iconic in its bowl-like 
form, indexical through its link to divine 
creation in Nun. By the Pen…, and symbolic 
in its connection to abstract notions like light 
(nūr). It represents the proliferation of forms 
that derive from Alif’s primordial unity.

Taken together, the triad reflects a metaphysical 
process: from unity (Alif), to mediation (Waw), 
to manifestation (Nun). This schema was not 
only theoretical but also materialized in Islamic 
art and literature, from calligraphy to poetry.

4.2 Polysemy as a Semiotic Phenomenon

Our analysis shows that none of the letters carry 
a fixed meaning; rather, their significance shifts 
according to context, exhibiting what semiotics 
calls polysemy. This illustrates how Saussure’s 
principle of the arbitrariness of the sign, when 
embedded in cultural systems, generates stable 
yet multi-layered fields of meaning.

●  Alif: The same sign (ا) may signify “the 
Divine Essence,” “uprightness,” “the spir-
itual guide,” or “the beloved’s stature,” but 
all converge around themes of singularity, 
nobility, and transcendence.

 
●  Waw: Its meanings – “conjunction,” “Perfect 

Human,” “oath,” “bowing figure,” “pair of 
eyes” – revolve around mediation and con-
nection.

●  Nun: Associated with “inkwell,” “fish,” 
“light,” “knowledge,” and “Jonah’s whale,” 
Nun’s meanings intersect around themes 
of containment, hiddenness, manifestation, 
and service to a higher purpose.

This polysemy explains the cultural resilience 
of letter symbolism. As Whorf argued, lin-
guistic symbols shape the way communities 
perceive and interpret reality. Letters thus 
offered Muslim societies not just phonetic tools 
but cultural frameworks for meaning-making.

4.3 The Functions of Symbolism as an 
Anthropological Process

Figure 6. “The Dance of Alif”, Hatice Turhan Valide Sul-

tan Mausoleum, Eminönü
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From an anthropological perspective, letter 
symbolism performs two essential functions:

● Concretization of the Sacred
 Abstract and transcendent truths—unity, 

creation, divine knowledge—are made tan-
gible through letters encountered daily in 
writing, recitation, and art. A calligraphic 
panel depicting Nun is not merely an aes-
thetic object; it invites the viewer to contem-
plate divine wisdom. In this way, sacred 
meanings are integrated into everyday 
practices.

● Cultural Continuity
 Letters serve as cultural codes transmitted 

across generations. A Divan poet com-
paring his beloved to Alif, and a Sufi master 
pointing to Alif as the symbol of the Divine 
Essence, both participate in a shared sym-
bolic repertoire (Ceylan, 2001: 145–146). 
As Gündüzöz (2011: 54) notes, even if such 
interpretations are historically contingent 
and subjective, they gain permanence 
through their role in collective memory, 
becoming carriers of cultural identity.

The symbolic universe of Alif, Waw, and Nun 
demonstrates the power of Arabic letters as 
laboratories of meaning. No longer arbi-
trary linguistic signs, they became poly-
semous cultural symbols, layered with iconic, 
indexical, and symbolic associations. Their 
interrelation—unity (Alif), mediation (Waw), 
and manifestation (Nun)—forms a coherent 
system that reflects the Islamic worldview. By 
concretizing the sacred and ensuring cultural 
continuity, letter symbolism functions as both 
a theological language and an anthropological 

process, embedding metaphysical truths in 
cultural memory and lived practice.

5 Conclusion

This study has examined three foundational 
letters of the Arabic script—Alif (ا), Waw (و), 
and Nun (ن)—through the combined lenses 
of anthropological linguistics and semiotics, 
demonstrating that these letters extend far 
beyond their phonetic functions to embody 
a dense universe of symbolic and cultural 
meanings. Consistent with the central 
argument introduced at the outset, the findings 
confirm that in Islamic civilization, and in the 
cultures influenced by it, these letters are not 
merely graphic symbols but powerful anthro-
pological signs with central roles in religious, 
mystical, and cultural practices.
The theoretical framework—comprising 
anthropological linguistics, semiotics, and 
the study of sacred writing—has provided 
complementary tools for unpacking this sym-
bolism. Anthropological linguistics empha-

Figure 7.“Ya Deyyan”. Source: Architect Elif Merve Gürer
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sized the necessity of contextualizing letters 
within the cultural and religious worldview 
that produced them. As the Sapir-Whorf 
hypothesis suggests, such symbols mediate 
how Muslim societies perceive and interpret 
reality. Semiotics, particularly Peirce’s tri-
partite distinction between icon, index, and 
symbol, enabled a systematic analysis of the 
letters’ layers of meaning: Alif’s verticality 
(icon) and abjad value (symbol) aligned with 
tawḥīd; Waw’s grammatical role as conjunction 
(index) reflected its function as mediator; Nun’s 
inkwell form (icon) and numerical associa-
tions (symbol) tied it to divine wisdom. Finally, 
the sacred writing perspective, especially 
the Qur’anic muqaṭṭaʿāt and Ibn al-ʿArabī’s 
doctrine of waḥdat al-wujūd, illuminated the 
metaphysical grounding of these symbols, 
explaining why such profound ontological sig-
nificance has been attributed to letters.

The comparative analysis of Alif, Waw, 
and Nun also revealed the relational network 
that binds them together. The triad symbolizes 
a cosmic and epistemological process: Unity 
(Alif) → Mediation (Waw) → Multiplicity and 
Manifestation (Nun). Alif represents the abso-
lute and unconditional Oneness; Waw, as me-
diator and as the symbol of the Perfect Human, 
embodies the transition between unity and plu-
rality; Nun represents the realm of concrete 
manifestations, filled with wisdom yet marked 
by hiddenness. This triadic structure situates 
letter symbolism not as a scattered collection 
of interpretations but as part of a coherent and 
systematic worldview.

Another key finding of this study is the 
polysemous capacity of these letters. The fact 
that the same sign can point to both the Di-
vine Essence and the beloved’s stature (Alif), 
or to both an inkwell and a cosmic fish (Nun), 

highlights the flexibility and potency of letters 
as cultural signs. This polysemy allowed let-
ters to operate across registers - from intellec-
tual Sufi treatises to lyrical Divan poetry - thus 
functioning as dynamic mediators between dif-
ferent cultural layers.

From an anthropological perspective, 
this symbolic system performs two principal 
functions:

1. Concretization of Abstract Beliefs: Highly 
abstract and metaphysical concepts such as 
divine unity, creation, and knowledge are 
made tangible through letters experienced 
in daily writing, recitation, and artistic 
forms. A calligraphic panel depicting Nun, 
for instance, becomes not only an aesthetic 
object but also an invitation to contemplate 
the divine wisdom it symbolizes.

2. Cultural Continuity and Identity For-
mation: By transmitting shared symbolic 
codes across generations, letters ensured 
cultural continuity. The fact that both a 
Divan poet likening the beloved to Alif and 
a Sufi mystic pointing to Alif as the Divine 
Essence draw upon the same symbolic rep-
ertoire testifies to a collective identity and 
shared aesthetic sensibility (Ceylan 2001: 
145–146).

In conclusion, Alif, Waw, and Nun are not inert 
signs but foundational elements of a vibrant 
symbolic system, saturated with religious, 
philosophical, and aesthetic meanings. This 
study has shown that the study of writing 
systems must take into account not only their 
phonetic but also their visual and symbolic 
dimensions. Letters can serve as powerful 
indicators of how a culture interprets the world 
and experiences the sacred. Future research 
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may extend this inquiry by examining the 
artistic manifestations of these letters (callig-
raphy, illumination, marbling) across different 
geographies and historical contexts, or by ana-
lyzing other letters (such as Bāʾ or Mīm) within 
a similar framework. Ultimately, this research 
has sought to reveal how the “silent world” 
of letters carries a profound and multidimen-
sional cultural discourse.
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