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Abstract

In classical Islamic rhetoric, Uslub al-Hakim—a stylistic device
characterized by deliberate deviation from surface expectations within
dialogic contexts—occupies an ambiguous and fragmented position.
Its boundaries with similar rhetorical devices remain undefined,
particularly within the Persian rhetorical tradition. The field
consequently suffers from both a paucity of representative examples
and theoretical neglect concerning its pragmatic dimensions. This
paper first undertakes a historical-analytical reassessment of Uslub al-
Hakim in classical rhetorical sources, clarifying its distinctions from
adjacent rhetorical figures. Subsequently, based on core principles of
Relevance Theory, the notion of "departure from apparent meaning" is
reconceptualized across four inferential levels: 1) reinterpretation of
explicature, 2) clash between explicature and implicature, 3) audience-
driven inference construction, and 4) critical reframing of
encyclopedic or normative assumptions. Employing a qualitative,
descriptive-analytical method, this study draws on purposively
sampled data from classical Persian texts, especially within the highly
expressive genres of satire and mysticism. Contrary to Arabic-focused
traditional sources with their limited exemplars, the findings reveal

*Corresponding Author: ZAkbari@alzahra.ac.ir

How to Cite: Akbari, Z., Faghih Malek Marzban, N. (2025). Redefining and
Reclassifying Uslub al-Hakim from the Perspective of Relevance Theory. Literary
Language Research Journal, 3(10),9-40. doi: 10.22054/j111.2025.88905.1206

Revise: 3/11/2025  Accept: 7/11/2025 Original research

Submit: 16/11/2025

2821-0948 ISSN: 2821-093X

EISSN:


https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2474-690X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7850-292X

Summer 2025 | No. 10 | Vol. 3 | Literary Language Research Journal |10

that the Persian literary heritage—particularly in wisdom dialogues—
is replete with innovative instances of Uslub al-Hakim. The relevance-
theoretic analysis of these cases offers a novel and fine-grained
typology, while also demonstrating the cognitive-rhetorical potential
of this device in generating cognitive effects, managing tense
communicative contexts, and transforming audience perspectives.

1. Introduction

Within the Islamic rhetorical tradition, Uslub al-Hakim—TIiterally "the
manner of the wise"—is defined as a deliberate departure from the
apparent requirements of discourse (khuruj ‘an muqtada al-zahir) to
achieve a higher communicative goal. Despite its conceptual
prominence in Arabic rhetoric, its theoretical and analytical treatment
in Persian scholarship has remained fragmentary. Persian rhetorical
manuals rarely extend beyond a handful of borrowed Arabic
examples, thereby neglecting its widespread presence in Persian texts.
Consequently, Uslub al-Hakim has often been viewed as a marginal
stylistic ornament rather than a cognitively grounded communicative
strategy.

This study addresses that gap by redefining Uslub al-Hakim
through the inferential framework of Relevance Theory (RT), as
proposed by Sperber and Wilson (1986, 1995). RT conceptualizes
communication as an inferential process that balances processing
effort and cognitive effect, rather than as the decoding of fixed
meanings. Using this model, the research reinterprets "departure from
the apparent meaning" as an instance of inferential manipulation: the
speaker intentionally alters the hearer’s interpretive expectations to
guide them toward a more relevant, and often morally or spiritually
profound, interpretation.

2. Methodology

This study employs a qualitative, descriptive-analytic approach
grounded in pragmatic inference analysis. The research proceeds in
two phases: 1) Historical-Conceptual Review: Classical Arabic and
Persian sources—such as those of Sakkaki, Qazvini, and Taftazani—
were critically examined to trace the evolution, definitional
ambiguities, and overlap of Uslub al-Hakim with other figures
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like ta rid (indirect reproach), kinaya (metonymic implication),
and tawriya (double entendre); 2) Relevance-Theoretic
Analysis: Following RT’s interpretive architecture, each example was
analyzed across four inferential levels:
o Explicature: the explicit interpretation derived by the hearer;
o Implicated Premise: contextual assumptions activated from
the discourse situation;
o Implicated Conclusion: the cognitive conclusion inferred
from the interaction of explicit and contextual information;
e Processing Effort/Cognitive Effect: the degree of interpretive
adjustment and the resulting insight or humor.
Sampling followed a purposive strategy, focusing on dialogic
discourse from classical Persian literature, especially within mystical
and humorous genres. These genres were chosen because they contain
numerous instances of indirect, context-dependent communication
where meaning is achieved through interpretive recalibration rather
than explicit exposition.

3. Results and Discussion

The analysis yielded a four-fold cognitive typology of Uslub al-
Hakim, with each type corresponding to a distinct inferential
mechanism within RT:

Explicature-Based Uslub al-Hakim: The speaker manipulates or
invalidates the hearer’s initial explicit interpretation. For instance, in
Rumi’s dialogue—*“He is a Christian, but why are you not God-
fearing (fersa)?”—the polysemic shift in tersa from "Christian" to
"one who fears [God]" reorients the hearer from social prejudice to
spiritual introspection.

Implicature-Based Uslub al-Hakim: Meaning arises through the
hearer’s responsibility to infer unspoken premises and conclusions.
When Abu Sa‘id answers "What is servitude?" with "God created you
free—be free!", the hearer must infer that true servitude lies in
liberation from dual worldly attachments. This type exemplifies RT’s
notion of interpretive enrichment through inferential responsibility.
Conflict Between Explicit and Implicit Content: Here, humor or
critique stems from a tension between the explicit meaning of the
utterance and the contextual information available to the audience.
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When Ja‘far al-Barmaki replies to Harun al-Rashid, "It was in the
owners’ purses," his literal answer contradicts the implied accusation
of incompetence, thereby producing a subversive political implicature:
justice, not corruption, explains the absence of tribute.

Manipulation of Broader Contextual Assumptions: This macro-
pragmatic type targets collective stereotypes and value systems. In
anecdotes like Bahlool’s retort to a mocking vizier—*“Listen to me
and obey, for you are among my subjects”—the humor and critique
derive from reversing social hierarchies, exposing hypocrisy, and
recalibrating the hearer’s evaluative framework.

Across all four types, Uslub al-Hakim functions as a cognitive
reorientation mechanism: it disrupts the initial interpretive path,
imposes inferential recalculation, and rewards the hearer with a deeper
insight. This aligns precisely with RT’s Communicative Principle of
Relevance: every utterance presupposes its own optimal relevance,
even when that relevance lies beneath the surface meaning.

4. Conclusion
This study demonstrates that Uslub al-Hakim, traditionally treated as a
peripheral rhetorical device, is in fact a strategic inferential
phenomenon deeply rooted in the pragmatics of meaning construction.
By aligning it with the inferential architecture of Relevance Theory,
this research provides a novel cognitive typology capable of
distinguishing the multiple mechanisms through which speakers
achieve indirectness, irony, and wisdom in discourse.

The four proposed categories—(1) explicature reinterpretation,
(2) implicature loading, (3) explicit—implicit conflict, and (4)
contextual assumption modulation—jointly reveal the complex
interplay between linguistic form and cognitive inference. Analysis of
Persian mystical and humorous texts confirms that the Persian literary
tradition, far from lacking examples, is saturated with sophisticated
uses of Uslub al-Hakim, which function to: correct or deepen ethical
understanding; produce covert moral or political critique; challenge or
invalidate entrenched assumptions; and reframe the hearer’s system of
values.

Thus, Uslub al-Hakim operates as a rhetorical technology of
cognition, managing communicative tension, guiding interpretive
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attention, and enabling socially safe yet intellectually provocative
speech. The study repositions this figure at the intersection of Islamic
rhetoric, cognitive pragmatics, and Persian stylistics, offering a
theoretical framework applicable to future genre-based investigations
of its communicative and cultural functions.

Keywords: Uslub al-Hakim, Relevance Theory, Islamic Rhetoric,
Pragmatics, Surface-Meaning Deviation.
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