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ABSTRACT

The rhetorical device known as tawzif (“employing”) is among the intricate semantic figures
that has been defined in diverse—and at times conflicting—ways within the traditions of
Arabic, Persian, Indian, and English rhetoric. On the one hand, classical Arab rhetoricians
such as Ibn Mungidh, Ibn Malik, al-Khatib al-Qazwini, and later commentators each
approached this device from distinct analytical perspectives. Some, emphasizing lexical
homonymy and the function of pronouns in shifting from one meaning to another, sought to
formulate a syntactic—semantic framework for its interpretation. In Persian sources as well—
particularly from the Safavid period onward—the definition of tawzif was largely derived
from the Arabic tradition and centered on pronominal reference. On the other hand, a number
of later Persian and Indian rhetoricians, by expanding the range of contextual indicators,
proposing diverse sentence structures, or adopting more language-oriented analyses, extended
the concept of tawzif toward domains bordering on double entendre (tham), polysemy, or
surface-level ellipsis.

Adopting a descriptive—analytical and comparative approach, the present study first
undertakes a systematic collection and classification of definitions of tawzif in Arabic and
English sources, and subsequently in Iranian and Indian Persian works. It demonstrates that
three principal components—namely, a shared lexical form, semantic distribution through
contextual indicators, and syntactic reference (particularly pronominal reference)—have
historically constituted the criteria for identifying this rhetorical device. The study then
critiques expansive modern interpretations that have occasionally conflated tawzif with Tham,
syllepsis, or general polysemy, and seeks to redefine its theoretical boundaries.

The findings suggest that although certain Persian and Indian developments—especially
Azad Bilgramt’s theory of sarf al-khazana—have been valuable in opening new analytical
perspectives for non-pronominal applications, a comprehensive and delimiting definition of
tawzif must remain grounded in the simultaneous intention of more than one meaning from a
single lexical item within a unified linguistic structure, supported by meaning-distributing
contextual cues and a clear referential mechanism. Such a redefinition may provide a more
coherent foundation for the rhetorical analysis of Persian and Qur anic texts in contemporary
studies.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The rhetorical figure of istikhdam (employment) is among the most subtle and contested semantic
devices in classical rhetoric: a figure that operates at the threshold of word and meaning, and at the
intersection of reference and resonance, producing an artful play of polysemy. First systematized in
Arabic rhetoric and later received in Persian and Indo-Islamic traditions—and compared in English
rhetorical studies with related phenomena such as syllepsis—this device has been defined in
multiple, sometimes overlapping and sometimes conflicting ways. Such definitional plurality
attests to the vitality of rhetorical thought, yet it has also obscured the boundaries of the figure,
complicated its distinction from neighboring devices (e.g., 1ham/double entendre,
tawriya/equivocation, and general polysemy), and thus made a comparative re-examination both
timely and necessary.

Within the Arabic tradition, rhetoricians such as Usama ibn Munqidh, Ibn Malik, al-Khatib al-
Qazwini, and later commentators approached istikhdam from distinct angles: some emphasized
lexical homonymy and semantic transfer; others foregrounded syntactic mechanism and
pronominal reference; still others sought to integrate syntactic configuration with semantic function
into a coherent analytical framework. In the Persian rhetorical tradition—especially from the
Safavid period onward—definitions largely echo Arabic formulations and tend toward pronoun-
centered analyses. By contrast, later Persian and Indo-Islamic scholars exhibit a marked tendency
to broaden the scope of operative clues, diversify sentential patterns, and advance language-
oriented interpretations that bring istikhdam into proximity with tham, ellipsis at the surface level,
and polysemy. Notably, innovative proposals in the Indo-Islamic tradition—above all Azad
Bilgrami’s theory of sarf al-khazana—open new interpretive horizons by theorizing the
simultaneous activation of multiple meanings and enabling non-pronominal readings of the device.

Methodology

Adopting a descriptive-analytical approach and a comparative method, the present study compiles,
classifies, and systematically formulates definitions of istikhdam across Arabic, English, Persian
(Iranian), and Indo-Islamic sources. It examines the principal criteria used to identify the figure and
compares the theoretical approaches developed across these rhetorical traditions.

Findings

The study demonstrates that three foundational components—(1) a lexeme with shared or multiple
meanings, (2) semantic distribution mediated by contextual clues, and (3) syntactic reference,
especially via pronouns—have historically functioned as the principal criteria for identifying the
device. The study also identifies differences in the scope of definitions, the types of clues that guide
interpretation, and the mechanisms through which multiple meanings are activated. Pronoun-
centered definitions offer precision and ease of identification, whereas clue-based expansive
definitions provide broader coverage but face challenges in maintaining clear conceptual
boundaries with adjacent rhetorical figures.

Accordingly, the shared core across definitions may be articulated as “the simultaneous activation
of more than one intended meaning from a single lexical form, supported by distributing clues and
a clear referential mechanism.”

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings suggest that divergences among definitions stem less from substantive theoretical
contradiction than from differences in analytical level (lexical, syntactic, semantic, and contextual),
in the types of clues that guide interpretation, and in the mechanisms by which multiple meanings
are activated. The study critiques expansive modern readings that risk conflating istikhdam with
tham, syllepsis, or general polysemy, and seeks to redraw its theoretical boundaries with greater
precision.
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On this basis, the article proposes a comprehensive model for analyzing istikhdam that
systematically accounts for the interplay of lexeme and meaning, clue and reading, and reference
and cohesion. The model seeks to preserve theoretical rigor while moving beyond the narrowness
of restrictive definitions and the diffuseness of overly expansive interpretations.

This reconceptualization not only sharpens the distinction between istikhdam and neighboring
devices such as Tham and general polysemy, but also provides a coherent foundation for analyzing
Persian literary texts, Arabic rhetorical discourse, and cognate phenomena in English rhetoric.

In sum, by bringing precision into dialogue with scope, and tradition into conversation with
innovation, this study offers a clarified portrait of a complex device: a figure in which a single form
generates a plurality of meanings, and multiple meanings converge within a single form—where
brevity and subtlety, suggestion and signification, converge in a balanced and artful rhetorical
effect.

KEYWORDS
Rhetoric, Badi‘, Tawzif, Comparative Study, Rhetorical Analysis, Re-examination.
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