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Al-Sheikh ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani in the Critical Perspective
of Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd: A Case Study of Metonymy

Elham Babeli Behmeh*
PhD Graduate in Arabic Language and Literature, Faculty of Literature and Foreign Languages,
University of Kashan, Kashan, Iran

Abstract

The struggle over the concept of metonymy in Islamic thought is not only a
rhetorical problem, but a conflict with a presence in contemporary critical
discourse where the rhetoricians' opinions about the concept of metonymy were
and still are the subject of interest. Nasr Hamid (1943 AD), one of the
contemporary Arab thinkers, chooses relative hermeneutic theories. In his
religious and critical studies, he was able to present a new reading of the thought
of al-Jurjani (471 AH). This paper tries, with a qualitative approach and inductive
method, to provide a clear analysis of Abdel Qaher's thought and the dilemma of
metonymy as manifested through the studies of Abu Zaid. The results shows that
Nasr Hamed tried to read a different reading of al-Jurjani's thoughts. In the first
aspect, he presents a problem in the lexical and rational metonymies of al-Jurjani,
because he sees a connotation of the utterance in the lexical metonymy as an
antithesis to the duality of language and speech in his opinion. In the second
aspect: he deals with a new reading of metaphor and simile, imagining that al-
Jurjani does not attach rhetorical value to investigative metaphor, sensory
likeness, and non-representative analogy; Because the mind falls into a
confinement. He also believes that al-Jurjani presents his interpretive (relative)
idea in imaginary metaphor, likeness, and representation, where representation is
considered as the most important interpretation of his rhetorical achievement. In
addition, obtaining the figurative meaning is considered relative truth.
Keywords: metonymy, resemblance, reason, interpretation

Extended Abstract

Introduction

This study probes the status of majaz (figurative language) in classical Arabic
rhetoric through a contemporary hermeneutic lens, placing Nasr Hamid Abu
Zayd’s reading of ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani under critical scrutiny. It starts from
the premise that divergences across intellectual and cultural fields in Islamic
thought generated competing definitions and uses of majaz—differences that
were never purely literary but deeply tied to epistemic and theological
commitments shaping Qur’anic interpretation. Because of its tight linkage to
meaning, majaz historically became a locus of dispute and a tool for
reconstructing intellectual foundations and directing interpretation. With the rise
of “religious enlightenment” and the adoption of relativist hermeneutics, the
reader’s “horizon of expectations” and his prior assumptions began to play a
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larger role in producing meaning. Abu Zayd sought to reread the rhetorical
heritage—especially Jurjani—through this relativist lens. The central question is
whether Abu Zayd’s account of majaz aligns with the internal logic of Jurjani’s
theory or projects modern hermeneutic assumptions onto it.

Methodology
The study frames three research questions: (1) What is the relationship between
majaz and relativism in Abu Zayd’s thought? (2) How does he split Jurjani’s
views into the binary “lexical majaz” vs. “intellectual majaz,” and on what
grounds? (3) Where, in Abu Zayd’s reading, does ta’wil (interpretation) appear
within Jurjani’s system? Methodologically, the article conducts a close textual
analysis of Abu Zayd’s discussions of Jurjani, extracting his citations and
comparing them to Jurjani’s underlying conceptual framework—especially the
theory of nazm (syntactic-semantic arrangement), “ma‘ani al-nahw” (the
semantic force of syntax), and the role of intent/goal (gasd/gharad) in meaning.
It organizes Abu Zayd’s approach along two pathways:
(1) The path of objection, where Abu Zayd rejects Jurjani’s division of majaz
into lexical and intellectual and claims it contradicts nazm and reflects
“theological-exegetical constraints.”
(2) The constructive path, where Abu Zayd recasts metaphor and simile
around a graded notion of ta’wil: the farther and more obscure the tertium
comparationis (wajh al-shabah), the higher the rhetorical value; the closer and
more direct, the lower. He then aligns “imaginative” metaphors and
representative similes with the “purest core of metaphor,” elevating the
cognitively abstract over the sensibly evident.

Results

1) On the alleged contradiction with nazm:
Abu Zayd argues that distinguishing lexical from intellectual majaz
surreptitiously reintroduces the “language/speech” split and privileges the
word as a word, clashing with nazm. The analysis, however, shows Jurjani’s
texts insist that benefit resides in the sentence, not the isolated word; the
“lexical” label refers to the locus of transfer (at the level of the single item
within context), not to ascribing inherent value to words outside nazm. Thus,
the division is functional and intra-structural, not metaphysical.

2) On theological pressure and agency-ascription examples:
Using verses like “grey hair caused by days/rotation of nights,” Abu Zayd
maintains that Jurjani makes majaz ‘agli (intellectual majaz) hinge on
knowing the speaker’s belief, which he deems epistemically unstable for the
hearer. The article counters that, for Jurjani, speaker intent is not private mind-
reading but a contextual cue recoverable from usage, syntactic relations, and
situational norms—the very web that constitutes nazm. Hence, the standard
for distinguishing truth and majaz is pragmatic and evidential, not mystical.
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3) On collapsing lexical and intellectual majaz into “one cultural root™:
Abu Zayd reduces both to cultural convention because language is “the heart
of the cultural.” While Jurjani does accept conventionality of linguistic
signification, his analytical distinction targets where the shift occurs (in the
predicate—subject relation vs. in the item’s assigned meaning) within the
architecture of discourse. Invoking kalam background does not erase the
autonomy of Jurjani’s rhetorical analysis.

4) On re-centering ta’wil as the essence of rhetoric:
Abu Zayd reinterprets Jurjani’s metaphor/simile taxonomy as a scale of
interpretive labor: the more remote and non-obvious the similarity, the higher
the eloquence; the closer and more direct, the more “banal” or “vulgar.” He
elevates the “pure core of metaphor” where similarity is intellectually
construed (whether sensate-to-abstract, abstract-to-abstract, etc.). The article
refines this by showing that Jurjani certainly grades strength/weakness but
does not strip “closer” metaphors of eloquence; his criterion is the amount of
meaningful work effected by nazm, the suitability to magam
(context/purpose), and the prevention of affectation—not an open-ended
relativism that equates “more effort to understand” with “more value.”

5) Extending the interpretive metric to simile:
Abu Zayd divides simile into a non-interpretive type (near/manifest similarity)
and an interpretive one (representative/analogical) and pairs them with his
metaphor split (investigative vs. imaginative). The study notes that Jurjani’s
celebrated achievement is indeed to differentiate simile from tamthil and to
map their workings—but without absolutizing a superiority of the “distant”
over the “near.” Jurjani’s standard remains internal: coherence of nazm,
calibrated similarity, and goal-attainment.

Conclusion

The article concludes that Abu Zayd’s deployment of Jurjani serves a broader
project of relativist re-reading of the tradition, in which majaz and ta’wil are
treated as near-synonyms and used to rebuild rhetorical classifications around
degrees of interpretive freedom. This yields binaries—Ilexical/intellectual,
sensible/intellectual, vulgar/pure—and a value hierarchy that maps directly onto
“difficulty of comprehension.” Against this, Jurjani’s texts reveal a structural-
pragmatic program: meaning emerges from nazm (the orchestration of meanings
of syntax within discourse), intent as purposive aim recoverable through
contextual evidence, and appropriateness (mula’ama) between wording,
meaning, and situation. He neither abolishes the eloquence of “near” similarities
nor unleashes the intellect without guardrails. Practically, the study urges
integrating modern hermeneutics to the measure of the text, not imposing theory
upon it. Majaz should remain a regulated semantic mechanism, not a pretext for
boundless relativism. In this light, reclaiming Jurjani within his conceptual
milieu—while engaging contemporary methods—preserves the rigor of Arabic
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rhetoric and clarifies where Abu Zayd’s creative rereadings illuminate the
heritage, and where they overgeneralize or transpose modern assumptions onto
classical theory.



